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During its long withdrawal from South 
Vietnam, the U.S. military experienced 
a serious crisis in morale. Chronic indis- 
cipline, illegal drug use, and racial mili- 
tancy all contributed to trouble within 
the ranks. But most chilling of all was 
the advent of a new.phenomenon: large 
numbers of young enlisted men turn- 
ing their weapons on their superiors. 
The practice was known as “fragging,” a 
reference to the fragmentation hand gre- 
nades often used in these assaults. 

Between 1968 and 1973, dozens of 
Americans and Vietnamese were mur- 
dered in fragging incidents, but only a 
handful of their killers were ever brought 
to justice. Drawing upon more than 500 
cases from official records in addition to 
interviews with both perpetrators and 
victims, George Lepre examines these 
episodes in close detail. A comparative 
analysis of fragging in American units 
and the Australian army in Vietnam is 
also included. 

In the first in-depth study of this 
vexing*trend, Lepre drills down to the 
core of the soldier’s mindset, bringing to 
light a little understood aspect of mili- 
tary experience. 
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Introduction 


pee soldiers have attempted to maim or kill unpopular 
comrades since the earliest days of armed conflict, at no time did 
such incidents become so frequent as during the Vietnam War. It was 
during that conflict that the colloquial term “fragging,” meaning the 
employment of fragmentation hand grenades to achieve this aim, was 
coined to denote the practice. Between 1965 and 1973, several hundred 
fragging incidents occurred within U.S. military units in Vietnam, re- 
sulting in dozens of American and Vietnamese deaths and hundreds of 
injuries. Equally disturbing is the fact that few of the guilty parties 
were ever identified and brought to justice for their crimes. 

It is remarkable that with the flood of secondary literature that has 
emerged concerning the Vietnam War, no in-depth study of the frag- 
ging phenomenon has appeared to date. Most authors have chosen sim- 
ply to depict a typical fragging incident as the case of some overly 
aggressive career officer being assaulted by a group of disillusioned 
conscripts who believed their lives to be needlessly or recklessly placed 
at risk on the battlefield. While some incidents did follow this basic 
story line, research reveals that a significant number of fraggings were 
actually motivated by racial tension and illegal drug use, while others 
involved individuals assaulting men of equal or even lesser rank. Sur- 
prisingly, most of the incidents occurred in rear area support units that 
rarely if ever saw combat. When compiling fragging statistics, military 
officials included only those cases that involved the employment of ex- 
plosive devices, omitting those assaults in which firearms and other 
weapons were employed. I have chosen to only briefly consider the 
shooting cases in this study, this owing to their differing physical and 
sociological characteristics. While the majority of the homicides ob- 
served during the war did involve the use of firearms, these incidents 
tended to be spontaneous in nature and were usually the result of dis- 
putes between soldiers of nearly equal rank. Fraggings, on the other 
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hand, involved a certain degree of premeditation and were directed pri- 
marily at the leadership corps. 

Recent years have seen the lore of the U.S. war in Vietnam assume a 
life of its own. Many postwar memoirs and veteran interviews pre- 
sented as oral history include significant amounts of GI embellishment, 
proving the axiom that war stories improve with age. The fragging phe- 
nomenon has not weathered this storm unscathed: an enlisted marine, 
for example, told an interviewer that he had seen “five or six” officers 
murdered during his Vietnam tour, though research reveals that no of- 
ficers in his entire battalion died by any cause during the entire war. In 
his treatise America in Vietnam, professor Guenter Lewy wrote, “Sol- 
diers while away hours and days of boredom by writing home accounts 
of adventures and outrages that never occurred in quite the exagger- 
ated form portrayed.” Unfortunately, some authors have never taken 
the time to investigate the more dubious claims. In this work, textual 
records were used to construct a basic framework, while interviews 
with veterans complement the paper. In this way I hope to provide 
both the military’s “official line” on the topic as well as what one histo- 
rian called the “hidden transcript’—the story that the official accounts 
sometimes do not tell. 

The veterans I spoke with provided accounts of what is a decidedly 
controversial subject. Many of the men had never discussed their war- 
time service with anyone, let alone a historian; one former marine was 
typical when he wrote, “I’ve tried to forget about Vietnam for almost 
thirty years, and for the most part I have been successful. .. . You have 
awakened a lot of memories and emotions in me . . . but I wish to give 
you my impressions from that time and I need to get this shit out of my 
system, so like it or not you'll be hearing from me again.” I attempted to 
reciprocate by sending them copies of the military records I had found 
and reuniting them with lost comrades. As a result of these efforts, for- 
mer members of a marine rifle company were able to hold a reunion. 
Two ex-officers from an engineer battalion, reunited after nearly thirty 
years, have since undertaken a joint business venture. 

The first chapter of this book provides an overview of how armies 
are affected by social change as well as a synopsis of the decline of U.S. 
armed forces in Vietnam. This is followed by a chronological history of 
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the fragging phenomenon and its physical particulars. The fraggers 
themselves are examined in the third chapter, and the most common 
motives for the attacks are probed there in depth. Chapter 4 deals with 
the military's response to fragging, both in terms of apprehending the 
guilty as well as the workings of the military justice apparatus. Chapter 
5 offers a comparative analysis of U.S. and Australian forces in Viet- 
nam, and the fragging incidents that plagued them both. The analysis 
is intended to test the book’s conceptual framework. A look at the leg- 
acy of fragging and a brief conclusion round out the text. 

A number of postwar publications that discuss particular fragging 
incidents elected not to print the names of those killed and injured in 
the assaults, implicitly attaching a certain shame to being targeted by 
their own men. The omission of the victims’ identities denies them a 
human face; it makes it too easy to simply dismiss them as “the brass.” 
I opted to use their names, for if there is any shame involved with frag- 
ging, it lies with the perpetrators, not the victims. 


George Lepre 
June 2010 


CHAPTER ONE 


Vietnam and the Demoralization 
of the U.S. Armed Forces 


O N the morning of 6 August 1999, Inmate Number 86698-132 was 
released from the Federal Correctional Institution in Yazoo City, 
Mississippi. Some thirty years before, this prisoner, then known as Pri- 
vate William E. Sutton, U.S. Army, murdered a young helicopter pilot 
in Vietnam. The life sentence he received at his court-martial had since 
been commuted to thirty years, and his term of confinement had now 
expired.’ Sutton was one of the last Vietnam-era military inmates to 
leave prison and his release officially ended the story of the Vietnam 
War fragging phenomenon. But even as Sutton departed Yazoo City, 
Americans were left to ponder how he and others like him could have 
so contemptuously turned their weapons on their own comrades. Was 
this just another concomitant of the “bad war” the nation had waged in 
Southeast Asia? Or was it a result of the worldwide youth-oriented so- 
cial currents that engendered rebellion and came to define the late 
1960s? These were among the explanations that have been offered to 
account for a dilemma that had never been seen before in the U.S. mil- 
itary. “It couldn’t happen anywhere but here in Vietnam,” testified one 
frustrated soldier at a fragging court-martial,’ and there is little doubt 
that many Americans would have eagerly accepted such a facile assess- 
ment. 

Why do armies sometimes turn on themselves? Military forces are 
first and foremost social organizations. They are composed of men 
whose motivating values and behavior are mainly determined by the 
dominant values of their respective societies,’ and since societies occa- 
sionally experience upheaval, it is all but inevitable that corresponding 
sentiments will find their way into the ranks. Although factors such as 
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training, doctrine, and weaponry play prominent roles in determining 
whether armies are effective, the most important aspect relating to their 
performance is the morale of their soldiers.* This is what enables sol- 
diers to endure hardship and accept the dangers of combat. Irrespec- 
tive if they are raised by peasant, early industrial, or postindustrial 
societies, by Western-style democracies or totalitarian dictatorships, 
armies of every composition have experienced crises in morale brought 
on by various forms of social change. The process often occurs in this 
way: when individuals enter the armed forces, they agree to forfeit their 
private existence for life in a group environment in which they are 
made to take on a host of responsibilities and obligations. During war- 
time, these come to include the threat of physical injury or death.’ In 
return for these sacrifices, soldiers expect to receive certain forms of 
remuneration. In modern armies, the rewards usually assume both ma- 
terial and symbolic forms. Among the former are pay, promotions in 
rank, and decorations. Prominent among the latter are the sharing of 
the collective results of their participation,® such as battlefield suc- 
cesses, the satisfaction of defending a state or cause whose goals they 
identify with, as well as the perception of positive recognition from the 
civil society they are serving. When soldiers come to doubt the efficacy 
of their cause or believe that their labors are not being adequately com- 
pensated, they will react by limiting their efforts toward the completion 
of their mission. Should these feelings reach critical stages, the result is 
often behavior that is commonly considered to be deviant, such as de- 
sertion, mutiny, or, in the case of Vietnam, “fragging.” 

In order to maintain internal stability, social organizations exercise 
the concept of social control. The process involves the employment of 
various mechanisms designed to regulate the group members’ behavior 
while leading them toward achieving the organization’s goals. Effective 
social control is best maintained when an organization possesses several 
important prerequisites. Its leadership should be inspired and experi- 
enced in both specialty areas and personnel management. Clear objec- 
tives must be established and standardized processes employed to attain 
them. The newest and least socialized members of the organization must 
be convinced of its legitimacy and purpose. When any of these controls 
breaks down, the group’s effectiveness can be greatly affected. 
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In the military context, social control is known as the maintenance 
of good order and discipline. To be sure, this task is somewhat simpli- 
fied in the armed forces when compared to civil society, as the ranks 
are rigidly stratified, uniformity is demanded, and regulations are se- 
verely enforced by the strictures of military justice. “When they occur 
together, as they often do in large bureaucratic systems,” Robert V. Pres- 
thus wrote, “hierarchy, specialization, and authority produce a distinc- 
tive psychological climate. Members are expected to behave consistently 
and rationally according to the technical and professional criteria, and 
to defer to the authority of the organization's leaders.”’ Since soldiers 
possess varying levels of commitment to the service during even the 
best of times, military leaders argue that the rigorous form of social 
control exercised in the armed forces is necessary to ensure unit cohe- 
sion, thus enabling the troops to undertake their unique duties. This 
form of control is also based, one sociologist has observed, “on the con- 
viction that, in the last analysis... the soldier does not want to fight: 
[he must] be induced to do so by forceful measures.”* That the world’s 
armies have been notoriously successful in their efforts to dominate 
their members is evidenced by the universal view of military life as a 
strict and regimented affair in which individual needs yield to those of 
the army and its mission. 

During its early existence, the U.S. military maintained social con- 
trol largely through authoritarian means. Its leadership corps wielded 
enormous power over the enlisted ranks and physical punishments 
were frequently administered to errant servicemen. Cases of men being 
bound, beaten, or even “picketed,” which involved hanging men by 
their thumbs, were common occurrences. Flogging, though briefly pro- 
hibited in the army, was employed in both the army and navy well into 
the nineteenth century. The method of discipline preferred by one of- 
ficer was to take hold of the miscreant by his ears and vigorously shake 
him. The punishment was known as “wolling,” and its practitioner was 
none other than future president Zachary Taylor.’ Military prisoners 
were often singled out for particularly harsh treatment, and charges of 
brutality were lodged against confinement personnel after virtually 
every major conflict in which the United States has been involved.’° 
During the Philippine Insurrection, for example, a boisterous private 
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who had been sent to the guardhouse to await trial for disrespectful 
conduct toward his commanding officer was subjected to the “water 
cure,” a torture in which water was forcibly poured into the victim’s 
face. Although the man eventually died after suffocating on the gag that 
had been placed over his mouth, a court-martial swiftly acquitted the 
officer who had ordered the punishment." The draconian military jus- 
tice apparatus, namely the army’s Articles of War and the Articles for 
the Government of the Navy, were widely feared. Both systems of jus- 
tice were occasionally revised through the years but few of these 
changes came in the nature of reform.”” 

The late nineteenth century saw the rise of standing mass armies in 
Europe.’ As the imperial empires began to view each other with in- 
creasing suspicion, the traditionally small forces of the past were greatly 
expanded as conscription brought millions of new men into the ranks. 
Social control in these behemoths was maintained through the same 
appeals to nationalism and perceived external threats from rival pow- 
ers that echoed within civil society. These sentiments became so strong 
that by the time the First World War broke out in 1914, thousands of 
men flocked to recruiting centers to enlist. The U.S. Armv entered the 
conflict later but it generally followed the European model: when the 
declaration of war against Germany came in 1917, some one million 
men were inducted into the ranks and a mass army was created. The 
Second World War constituted a near repeat performance of this pro- 
cess, with the army swelling to a hitherto unknown strength of over 
eight million.'* The perceived postwar threat of Soviet expansion led to 
the revival of conscription in the late 1940s and its retention for over 
twenty years. 

The abandonment of the small peacetime forces of the past in favor 
of the large standing armies raised during the world wars and the first 
decades of the Cold War resulted in major changes in the U.S. mili- 
tary’s traditional methods of social control. The larger armies included 
significant numbers of conscripts, many of whom under other circum- 
stances would never have entered military service. This new “egalitari- 
anism” within the forces tended to generate increased legislative, press, 
and even intellectual scrutiny upon military personnel policies.!> In ad- 
dition, technology came to play a greater role in the military establish- 
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ment while its membership attained higher educational levels.!° As a 
result, the internal mechanisms used to keep soldiers in line began to 
more closely resemble those of civil organizations. Specifically, the mil- 
itary leadership began to rely on persuasion rather than coercion to 
maintain order; it was hoped that discipline could be based more on 
logic and reasoning rather than fear of rank or indiscriminate behav- 
ior.” Policy makers turned to social science research to increase effi- 
ciency and reduce the potential for personnel turmoil, while an overhaul 
of the military justice apparatus, the first in many years, resulted in a 
new court-martial system that in some respects reflected its civilian 
counterpart. 

The relatively smooth transition from the type of harsh discipline 
that had tamed the old frontier army to that found in the modern mili- 
tary of the 1960s owed much to the efforts of the experienced officer 
and NCO corps. In addition to keeping rein over their charges, leaders 
served to counter the influx of those societal factors that might have 
borne an adverse effect upon the ranks. Accordingly, the military ser- 
vices continued to function effectively through major wars, massive de- 
mobilizations, red scares, economic depression, racial integration, and 
all of the other social turbulence that affected American society during 
the first half of the twentieth century. In other words, organizational 
change did take place within the services through time, but it usually 
did so at a slow, measured cadence of the leadership’s own choosing. In 
the late 1960s, however, this began to change, and civil society began 
to play a larger role in calling the tune. 


The United States in Vietnam 


Several observers have written that the army the United States sent to 
South Vietnam in 1965 was the finest the nation ever fielded.’* Led by 
veteran officers who had served in World War II and Korea, and 
manned by the best-educated youth ever to wear U.S. military uni- 
forms, the military brimmed with confidence as President Lyndon B. 
Johnson sent it off to war. Its early performance in the field was indeed 
commendable, this reflected by the series of quick victories it won 
against its communist adversary. During Operation Starlite, in their 
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first major engagement, the marines crushed the Ist Viet Cong Regi- 
ment.'® Operation Hump saw the army’s 173d Airborne Brigade dis- 
lodge well-armed communist troops from their positions northeast of 
Bien Hoa. Elements of the Ist Infantry Division achieved similar success 
in their baptism of fire against the enemy at Bau Bang. In what became 
known as the Battle of the la Drang Valley, the newly arrived Ist Cav- 
alry Division sustained heavy casualties but succeeded in blocking the 
North Vietnamese Army’s advance into the Central Highlands.”° 

In addition to these battlefield triumphs, further evidence of the 
“best army” thesis can be found in the area of troop discipline. Crime 
of any variety was rare during the initial American buildup in South- 
east Asia; to the military police, such trivialities as traffic summonses 
and curfew violations were the order of the day. At the end of 1965, the 
army’s court-martial rate in Vietnam was a low 2.03 per thousand men, 
while its worldwide rate was 3.55 per thousand.”' Illegal drug use, which 
later became a critical morale issue, was all but insignificant during 
this period. In fact, army law enforcement officials were more concerned 
about the opiate problem among Gls stationed in South Korea than 
they were about drugs in Vietnam.” Race relations between black and 
white soldiers were harmonious, assaults against superiors unknown. 

But in spite of its early successes, the U.S. military eventually bogged 
down in Vietnam. After losing their initial engagements against the 
Americans, the communists began to concentrate their troops in re- 
mote, unpopulated areas, luring U.S. forces away from pacification ef- 
forts and into inconclusive battles that would inflict casualties while 
eroding America’s will to fight.*’ Although this change in strategy even- 
tually proved to be successful, the Gls nevertheless continued to per- 
form ably. Despite seeing heavy action, one brigade saw many of its 
noncommissioned officers volunteer “to remain [in Vietnam] for ex- 
tended tours, and in many cases others, upon returning to the United 
States, asked to return to Vietnam to rejoin their unit. Although the 
brigade had been in Vietnam for two years, morale was still high.”** 
Court-martial rates remained low through 1966 and dipped even lower 
in 1967.° 

It was not until 1968 that a number of problem areas emerged. After 
successfully turning back the enemy’s Tet Offensive, the U.S. military 
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in Vietnam began to show signs of deterioration, and by the end of the 
year, morale and discipline had gone from points of pride to significant 
areas of concern. The reasons for this decline have long been debated; I 
will argue that it was caused by a unique combination of political, in- 
stitutional, and social factors. Constituting the political factors were the 
nature of limited war and the unpopularity of the prolonged U.S. with- 
drawal from Southeast Asia. The institutional factors refer to the hur- 
ried wartime expansion of the armed forces and several controversial 
military personnel policies. These institutional changes in turn enabled 
a number of social factors that emanated in civil society to find their 
way into the services and wreak havoc within the ranks. But irrespec- 
tive of the causes, the result was twofold: the troops could no longer be 
convinced of the war’s viability and the harried leadership corps lost its 
ability to maintain a high level of social control in their units. 

Limited wars such as that waged by the United States in Southeast 
Asia do not threaten the belligerent’s immediate survival and therefore 
tend to receive less than total motivational support from its society as a 
whole.*® One might say that the United States never really went to war 
in Vietnam, only its armed forces did, and the lack of any “war effort” 
at home diminished the conflict’s significance. After repeated claims 
that victory was in sight, the beginning of 1968 saw the American pub- 
lic shocked by television images of the U.S. Embassy compound in 
Saigon under attack, military leaders requesting additional troops, and 
talk of diplomatic negotiations to end the fighting. By midyear, popular 
opinion had swung decisively against the war. For the first time, a ma- 
jority of Americans believed that the U.S. war aim—to thwart the com- 
munist insurgency in South Vietnam—was no longer worth fighting 
for. This sentiment was intensified by the elimination of deferments 
from military service for graduate students, which further fueled the 
antiwar movement. The war’s growing unpopularity at home eventu- 
ally served to undermine morale among the troops in the field. 

The attrition strategy employed by the U.S. military in Vietnam has 
received a considerable amount of criticism. Traditionally, America has 
waged war by bringing its superior firepower and massive logistics to 
bear on its enemies and obliterating them. This approach worked well 
against conventional armies and indeed it was successful in halting the 


1) Fragging 


“losing trend” in South Vietnam in 1965. But the military leadership’s 
insistence on employing big-unit, “search and destroy” tactics eventu- 
ally proved to be a liability. The Vietnam War was first and foremost an 
insurgency in which control of the local population was critical. In- 
stead of focusing on security in the inhabited areas, however, the 
Americans attempted to fight a conventional war against North Viet- 
namese Army units and the Viet Cong. Large-scale operations, the gen- 
erals believed, would allow for the maximum use of firepower and 
helicopter mobility to eliminate the enemy’s main forces, thus starving 
local guerrilla units of reinforcements and supplies and making them 
easy prey for subsequent pacification efforts. Progress in this war with- 
out fronts was difficult to measure as it was virtually devoid of tangible 
symbols of success, so senior leaders came to rely on statistics, most 
notably “body counts,” to gauge progress. Their goal was to reach what 
was called the “crossover point,” the stage at which the enemy, having 
sustained so many casualties that they could no longer procure enough 
replacements, would relent in their effort to take over South Vietnam. 
As it turned out, American forces succeeded in winning the battles but 
not the war, as the communists were always able to replenish their 
losses. Attempts were made to “win” the villages, but these efforts gen- 
erally enjoyed little high-level support as they did not reflect the mili- 
tary’s preferred concept of operations, and failed to bring the desired 
short-term results. In any case, the idea of winning the “hearts and 
minds” of the Vietnamese was lost on many of our young servicemen, 
and, in light of the uneven performance of the South Vietnamese armed 
forces, frustration began to spread. 

The managers of the conflict, both political leaders and the officer 
corps, also came under fire for a number of ill-considered personnel 
policies that were employed during the war. Critical among these was 
the individual rotation system. Instead of shifting units in and out of 
the war zone, which would have maintained unit integrity and strength- 
ened primary group cohesion, soldiers were sent to Vietnam individu- 
ally and assigned to existing organizations as replacements. There was 
also the decision to limit the tour of duty in Vietnam to one year (thir- 
teen months in the case of the marines until 1969).’” While its propo- 
nents argued that the one-year tour “gave a man a goal” and was “good 
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for morale,”’* its practice led to the existence of units composed of rela- 
tive strangers due to the almost constant turnover of personnel. Re- 
searchers found that during the Second World War, the primary 
motivator among the troops was to “end the task,” or win the war,2? but 
the one-year tour in Vietnam created a view among the troops that “my 
war ends when I go home, whether it’s won or not.” In an effort to pro- 
duce as many combat-experienced officers as possible, the army man- 
dated that company- and field-grade officers in Vietnam were to spend 
only six months in command positions. This served not only to raise 
the ire of their enlisted subordinates, who were required to serve a full 
year in the field, but it also removed many men from their posts just as 
they were finding their feet as leaders. As the army’s official history of 
the war has frankly admitted, “This ‘revolving door policy, which guar- 
anteed the rapid rotation of officers in combat commands, was later 
criticized as representing careerism at its worst. It destroyed any pros- 
pect for continuity of command, it hurt field morale among the enlisted 
ranks, and it ultimately lessened the effectiveness of U.S. forces.”*° In 
their consideration of the six-month command tour, two military au- 
thors wondered if the army was more interested in training officers 
than in winning the war.*! 

The army and Marine Corps also experienced considerable diffi- 
culty in obtaining quality personnel. When large-scale deployments to 
Vietnam began, the services were greatly expanded in order to meet the 
immediate threat while maintaining the nation’s global defense com- 
mitments. Active army strength increased from 969,066 men in 1965 
to over 1.5 million in 1968. During this same period, the Marine Corps 
saw its active rolls jump from 190,213 to 309,771.” To fill the ranks, 
entrance and training standards were relaxed, draft calls were greatly 
increased, and the federal government’s “Project 100,000” manpower 
program brought thousands of low-aptitude men into the military who 
normally would not have been inducted at all. Yet in spite of these mea- 
sures, the services still struggled to maintain their authorized person- 
nel strengths. To beef up units in Vietnam, major commands in the 
United States and Europe were inexorably stripped of manpower, often 
rendering them unrecognizable from their bulky prewar countenances. 
One general complained that the Seventh Army in West Germany 
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“ceased to be a field army and became a large training and replacement 
depot for Vietnam” as more and more of its soldiers were levied to 
Southeast Asia.*® In the case of the newly formed 5th Marine Division 
at Camp Pendleton, entire elements were detached and sent off to the 
war zone; during 1967 and 1968, two of its three infantry regiments, 
half of its artillery, and a tank company all left California to join marine 
units already fighting in Vietnam.** 

The personnel situation was particularly serious at the leadership 
level, for the protracted conflict succeeded in decimating the ranks of 
junior officers and career NCOs. By 1971, those small-unit leaders who 
had not become casualties or left the service were often made to serve 
second or even third tours of duty in Southeast Asia.*’ These shortages 
could have been at least partially alleviated by activating trained cadres 
from the reserves and National Guard but President Johnson decided 
against this for political reasons. Instead, the services resorted to stop- 
gap measures to maintain strength within the leadership corps. The 
Marine Corps temporarily commissioned over four thousand warrant 
officers and staff NCOs to occupy officer billets while standard com- 
missioning programs produced replacements, but recruiting efforts 
consistently fell short of reaching the assigned quotas of suitable men.*® 
The army expanded class sizes at the military academy and its officer 
candidate schools. To alleviate its shortage of junior noncommissioned 
officers, a program was established in which privates who excelled in 
basic training were sent to special leadership courses and received ac- 
celerated promotions to NCO rank. Dubbed “shake-and-bakes” or “in- 
stant NCOs” by their peers, some of these young men possessed the 
requisite maturity required to fill the slots and responded well to these 
challenges while others clearly did not. Consequently, unit discipline 
and the overall prestige of the leadership corps suffered considerably.*’ 

In addition to the debates over strategy and personnel policy, the mil- 
itary’s integrity was called into question when a series of well-publicized 
scandals rocked the services. In what became known in the press as 
the “Green Beret Case,” six members of the U.S. Army Special Forces 
were charged with executing a South Vietnamese national believed to 
be a double agent. This was followed by the club scandal, in which se- 
nior army officers and NCOs, including two generals and the sergeant 
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major of the army, were accused of financial “irregularities” in the ad- 
ministration of the army club system in Europe and Vietnam.*® After 
the story of the My Lai massacre and its subsequent cover-up surfaced 
a few months later, it remained a news staple for several years as the 
resulting courts-martial meandered through the military judicial sys- 
tem. Next came the revelation that army intelligence organs in the 
United States had illegally gathered information on private citizens and 
groups “with no connection to the Department of Defense except their 
reputed opposition to it.”*? A number of other episodes of somewhat 
lesser magnitude also came to light, including illegal border incursions 
by U.S. troops into Laos and Cambodia, allegations of abuses commit- 
ted by American and South Vietnamese forces involved with the con- 
troversial Phoenix Program, and public revelations made by veterans 
and a handful of field-grade officers accusing the military in Vietnam of 
everything from incompetence to murder. Although the veracity of sev- 
eral of these accusations has since been challenged by historians, at the 
time they caused the armed services considerable embarrassment and 
resulted in a loss of standing in the eyes of the populace, particularly 
among younger Americans.*° 

Richard M. Nixon won the 1968 presidential election after promis- 
ing to end U.S. military involvement in South Vietnam. He stipulated, 
however, that peace was to be secured with honor, meaning that Amer- 
ica would not simply abandon its global Cold War commitments to the 
specter of world communism. Accordingly, “Vietnamization,” as the 
U.S. withdrawal was known, was scheduled to take place not over a 
period of weeks or months but several years. To the troops in Vietnam, 
who were somehow supposed to ignore these developments and con- 
tinue fighting as if nothing had happened, world appearances meant 
little. The sluggishness of the pullout and the belief that the U.S. mili- 
tary was no longer fighting to win led them to question their sacrifices, 
shattering any illusion of Clausewitz’s ideal of an army as an unreflec- 
tive institutional machine.*! A general feeling emerged that a kind of 
organizational hypocrisy had taken over the war. On one hand, the 
men read press reports of Nixon administration officials conducting 
negotiations with the North Vietnamese to end the fighting, yet in 
many respects their day-to-day duties remained unchanged. While 
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some units departed Vietnam for good, others continued to mount 
combat operations and sustain casualties. This caused the troops to 
blame the military leadership for the creation of what has been called a 
“counterfeit universe” in Vietnam: as political leaders spoke of with- 
drawal from Southeast Asia, the generals acted as if it were still 1966.” 

Convinced that the time for aggressive battlefield tactics and rigid 
discipline had come and gone, many servicemen began to display a new 
lackadaisical attitude toward their duties. “Mission accomplishment,” 
Lieutenant General William J. McCaffrey admitted, “has undergone deg- 
radation in some units, primarily in terms of lowered quality of perfor- 
mance.” In the combat arms, this meant increased sloppiness during 
tactical operations. During the 1970 Cambodia incursion, for example, a 
young company commander in the 4th Infantry Division decided to 
leave his unit's perimeter to search a suspicious-looking area, neglecting 
to bring a radio along. He and several of his men were pinned down by 
enemy fire and eventually killed because other friendly elements were 
unable to contact them and provide assistance.** A few days later, an ele- 
ment of the 101st Airborne Division conducted a “mad minute” firing 
exercise near Fire Base Bastogne, forgetting that an American listening 
post was stationed in the area. The devastating fire killed a sergeant and 
an enlisted man who were manning the position.” In an effort to lighten 
its load as it returned from the field, a marine infantry company decided 
to fire off some of its remaining mortar rounds. Unfortunately, several of 
the rounds were fired at an extremely high trajectory and landed within 
the company perimeter, killing four marines and an enemy prisoner.*® 
Misdirected fire, accidental discharges, the careless handling of ord- 
nance, and other mistakes came to cause nearly as many U.S. casualties 
during the Vietnamization period as did the enemy.*’ 

In rear areas, American troops often performed poorly when con- 
ducting base security. As early as 1968, a North Vietnamese officer 
boasted, “All the U.S. defensive positions are very easy to get through. I 
can say that I have never encountered a tough one in my experience. .. . 
I just don't think you have a defensive barrier that is effective against 
us.” Between 1969 and 1970, communist sappers raided installations 
within the 4th Infantry Division's area of operations on five separate 
occasions and escaped without suffering a single casualty. In one at- 
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tack, they destroyed nineteen helicopters and killed one GI. In another 
raid, they destroyed seven aircraft, damaged eight others, and killed 
two more Americans.*° During a June 1970 assault on a petroleum stor- 
age site at Qui Nhon, two U‘S. sentries were so terrified as a sapper 
detachment charged toward their perimeter that they simply played 
dead, allowing the enemy to enter the base and destroy the headquar- 
ters building along with 450,000 gallons of fuel. Seven Americans were 
killed and over a dozen more were wounded. Enemy losses: two.>° The 
raiders revisited Qui Nhon the following year, attacking the Hill 131 
signal site and escaping without loss, this owing to the fact that the 
hill’s defenders most likely did not fire a single shot at them.*! The re- 
sult was the same at Cam Ranh Bay when communist troops snuck into 
a U.S. base and destroyed 1.5 million gallons of jet fuel.°* The best 
known of these disasters was the raid on Fire Support Base Mary Ann 
in March 1971. After an intense mortar barrage, a group of sappers 
surged into the base and hurled satchel charges into the American bun- 
kers, killing thirty-one Gls and destroying a field howitzer. U.S. com- 
manders eventually resorted to employing Nung mercenaries and 
highly capable South Korean units to guard the large support centers at 
Cam Ranh, Qui Nhon, and Tuy Hoa.” 

Troop discipline also suffered. “Discipline within the command as a 
whole has eroded to a serious but not critical degree,” a senior officer in 
Vietnam wrote.** The decay was due in part to various social phenom- 
ena, including what one scholar called the “growing permissiveness in 
American society and an increase in social pathology.” The nation suf- 
fered from a crisis in authority that permeated all spheres of American 
life. Youth were drawn to activism and began to question long-standing 
societal paradigms. Illegal drug use became popular among young 
people, crime rose dramatically, and inner cities, long seething with 
social and racial discontent, exploded in revolt. America’s military was 
in many ways a microcosm of society as a whole, and as these forces 
became prevalent among the civilian populace, so too did the zeitgeist 
affect the armed services. As one general remarked, “The average [ser- 
viceman] arriving in Vietnam in 1971 was probably only thirteen, four- 
teen, or sixteen years old when [the war] began back in 1965. So he 
grew up in a different environment than his predecessor did five or six 
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years [before], and he brought many of the attitudes of that environ- 
ment into the [service] with him.”** Hence military leaders, like their 
counterparts in civil society, were forced to confront drug abuse, racial 
strife, and an authority crisis described by one veteran as “a clear rift 
that developed between the majority of the enlisted men and some ju- 
nior officers on one side, and the command structure on the other.””’ 
Although the armed forces had successfully avoided the woes that af- 
fected civil society during previous social upheavals, Vietnam placed 
such great strains upon the military’s junior leadership corps that the 
services were no longer capable of maintaining the high standard of 
discipline that existed during the war’s early years. “What changed in 
the late 1960s,” professor Ronald H. Spector observed, “was that the 
{military's} mechanisms for socializing and disciplining these elements 
had broken down.””® 

It should be noted, however, that not all servicemen in Vietnam re- 
sponded to the withdrawal in a negative manner. “The typical reaction 
could go one of two ways,” remarked one officer. “Either, ‘I've only got 
a few more weeks or months to earn all my medals, so I can be a hero, 
or the opposite: ‘I’m not going to be the last one [killed].” This dichot- 
omy, along with the problems cited above, led to the rise of a bizarre 
dilemma within the ranks: the fact that frightening numbers of troops 
were attempting to kill fellow servicemen in the combat zone. Origi- 
nally referred to as “doing a job” in GI slang, the exact origin of the 
term “fragging” in regard to this crime is unknown, although it was 
certainly in common use by early 1969 and has defined these incidents 
ever since.” The army officially defined the term “fragging” as “a slang 
expression originally referring to the use of a fragmentation grenade 
(or) other varied explosive devices, in other than combat-related action, 
by one person against another with a view toward: (1) killing or doing 
bodily harm to the victim(s), (2) intimidation of the victim(s).°° The 
Marine Corps adopted a similar definition: “a deliberate, covert assault, 
by throwing or setting off a grenade or other explosive device, or the 
preparation and emplacement of such as device as a booby trap, with 
the intention of harming or intimidating another (individual).”® 

Senior military leaders were faced with a hitherto unknown prob- 
lem: how to stop their men from murdering one another. 


CHAPTER TWO 


The Fragging Phenomenon 


S was stated in the introduction, incidents of what has come to be 
known as fragging have occurred since the advent of armed war- 
fare. Even history’s most renowned fighting forces, from Napoleon's 
Grand Armée to Hitler’s vaunted Wehrmacht, did not prove immune to 
this phenomenon. Indeed, such cases were not unknown in American 
military circles. Captain Adam Bettin of the 4th Pennsylvania Regiment 
was shot dead by a mutinous enlisted man during the Revolutionary 
War.' Braxton Bragg, who became one of the most famous commanders 
of the Confederacy, nearly fell victim to a bomb planted under his bed 
by a disgruntled subordinate.’ At least four Union Army enlisted men 
were tried for murdering officers during the Civil War.* Major Frank J. 
Martinez was killed by a shaped charge detonated by one of his men in 
Korea.* In the interest of identifying an ideal type, however, it should 
be noted that at no time were such incidents considered routine, and 
commanders did not feel it necessary to implement special measures to 
prevent them. In a 1907 report regarding United States v. Taylor, a court- 
martial involving the murder of an army lieutenant, the judge advocate 
general wrote, “Offenses of the character disclosed in the charges and 
specifications in this case are fortunately rare in the military service.” 
When asked about fragging by a congressional subcommittee, the 
noted (and later controversial) American military historian S. L. A. 
Marshall testified, “In my experience, which goes back to World War I, 
and up through World War II, and then through Korea . . . | have never 
run into it.”® 
During the initial American buildup in South Vietnam, violence di- 
rected at fellow servicemen occurred at the same low rate observed 
during the nation’s prior conflicts. The army did not keep statistics re- 
garding fragging incidents during the war's early years, but its first case 
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is believed to have occurred in 1966. During the early morning hours 
of 10 January, a fragmentation grenade was thrown into the orderly 
room of C Company, 2/503d Infantry, 173d Airborne Brigade, injuring 
Sergeant Coleman Jackson, Jr., who was billeted inside. Jackson told 
investigators of a dispute he had had with another NCO shortly before 
the attack, but there was not enough evidence for an arrest.’ Marine 
Corps records are similarly incomplete in this regard, but its first attack 
may have taken place on the night of 3 December 1966 in the Ist 8-inch 
Howitzer Battery. Fragmentation grenades were thrown at the battery 
executive officer’s quarters, the staff NCO club, an NCO billet, and the 
mess hall. When it was learned that Private Stephen J. Dolan had made 
the comment, “I’d like to throw a grenade at some of the lifers” and 
confessed to a friend that he had committed the crime, he was taken 
into custody. Dolan was subsequently convicted and sentenced to two 
years confinement but ‘the verdict was overturned on appeal. The 
charges against him were subsequently dropped when a rehearing was 
determined to be “impracticable.” Almost a year later, the Marine 
Corps sustained its first fragging fatality of the war when someone det- 
onated an explosive device beneath First Sergeant William R. Hunt’s 
cot in the K Company, 5th Marines rear area. Hunt’s bunkmate, Staff 
Sergeant George C. Wallace, was suspected of committing the murder, 
but investigators were unable to find sufficient evidence to charge him 
and the case officially remains unsolved.? 


first was the 
prospect of negotiations aimed at ending the war. On 31 March, Presi- 
dent Johnson made a televised address to the nation in which he pro- 
posed a partial halt to the bombing of North Vietnam in order to lure 
the communists to the conference table. Even more promising was 
presidential candidate Richard M. Nixon’s intimation that he would 
end the war and withdraw U.S. military forces from South Vietnam. 
Following his inauguration in January 1969, Nixon sent the new secre- 
tary of defense, Melvin R. Laird, to Vietnam to meet with senior mili- 
tary commanders and work out the particulars. “Vietnamization,” as 
the policy became known, called for a gradual withdrawal of U.S. 
troops and the assumption of their duties by beefed-up South Vietnam- 
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ese forces. Although the first U.S. units left Vietnam that July, others 
remained in place for months or even years, as the Vietnamese strug- 
gled to take their places. From the time of Nixon’s promise to end the 
war and his subsequent election victory, however, American servicemen 
began to see the fighting as all but over. Withdrawal, they believed, was 
imminent, and since the military was not mounting an all-out effort to 
win, they felt little inclination to exert themselves. This sentiment only 
increased as Vietnamization dragged into the 1970s, and when com- 
manders made decisions that seemed to contrary to this trend, violence 


was the frequent result. 
sination of prominent civil 


_ rights leader Martin Luther King, Jr. As several U.S. cities erupted in 


flames, senior military leaders feared that the violence might spread to 
Southeast Asia. General William C. Westmoreland, the MACV com- 
mander, “expressed concern that militant groups might attempt to 
spread the disorders now occurring in the continental United States to 
Vietnam.” His deputy, General Creighton W. Abrams, was slightly more 
circumspect. “While I have no basis for feeling as I do,” he wrote, “There 
is in my opinion a possibility that the racial unrest now exhibiting itself 
in our country could in some way infect our own men.”!’ Prior to King’s 
death, racial problems among U.S. troops in Vietnam were “for all 
practical purposes insignificant,” but in the nine days following his 
murder, six command-level Serious Incident Reports involving racial 
violence were submitted in the army alone. These outbreaks included 
roving bands of black troops attacking lone whites after dark and 
brawls between small groups of soldiers divided along racial lines. In 
one incident, a black soldier was beaten by other blacks angered by the 
fact that he had been seen in an enlisted club drinking with a white 
friend.’? 

After hearing of Reverend King’s murder, Privates First Class Robert 
E. Thompson and Robert B. Bell of B Company, 25th Supply and Trans- 
portation Battalion, 25th Infantry Division, refused to perform guard 
duty at Dau Tieng. When it was learned that their commander, First 
Lieutenant Donald G. Crawford, planned to initiate disciplinary action 
against the pair, racial tensions flared. As an officer inspected the bun- 
ker line on the evening of 5 April, he was informed of loud noise 
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emanating from a normally unmanned structure on the base perimeter. 
He made his way to the area and discovered several black soldiers 
drinking beer, playing loud music, and “talking with racial overtones.” 
He was able to disperse the group and notified Lieutenant Crawford of 
the incident. Crawford was also told of a similar gathering that had 
taken place in the enlisted men’s club, and as he conferred with an- 
other officer on the matter, two explosions shook the unit orderly room. 
The lieutenant and several of his men proceeded to search the area and 
when one of them turned up an unexploded hand grenade, military 
police were summoned to the scene. A second search of the perimeter 
for additional ordnance was interrupted by yet another grenade explo- 
sion that injured Lieutenant Crawford, three military policemen, and 
six enlisted men from the 25th SQ@T. 

Alarmed by these unprecedented acts of violence, the battalion 
headquarters dispatched Captain James W. Grisham to the unit as part 
of an official inquiry. On the evening of 7 April, a grenade exploded 
near the B Company orderly room. When Grisham ventured outside to 
investigate, a second grenade detonated in a nearby parking area, in- 
flicting a minor wound to his leg. With this second attack in three days, 
it became clear to the leadership that they had a problem on their 
hands. “[There] appears to be a pattern forming at the 25th S&T, one 
official wrote.'* Fortunately the battalion’s woes ended there, though 
investigators were unable to make apprehensions in either case. Racial 
violence among U.S. troops in Vietnam received national attention sev- 
eral months later when the press covered the riot that erupted at the 
army’s Long Binh stockade. On the night of 29 August, angry black 
inmates attacked custodial personnel and seized temporary control of 
prison facilities. They then began to randomly assault white prisoners, 
killing one and injuring several others in the process. Most of the vio- 
lence ended within a few hours but a hardcore group of militants held 
out for over a month before finally surrendering to authorities.! 

Morale clearly began to wane in Vietnam in 1968, and it was during 
that year that fraggings ceased to be abnormal occurrences. During 
that year, five soldiers were killed and over thirty others were injured 
in over forty fraggings counted within the army alone.!> After returning 
to Washington and assuming the duties of army chief of staff, General 


The Fragging Phenomenon 23 


Westmoreland was informed of the assaults. “The first report of such 
conduct [fragging] was in 1968,” he recalled. “[It was] related to a 
mostly black army transportation corps unit.”'® These assaults were a 
mere prelude of what was to come, and the weapon used in nearly all of 
the cases was the same—the fragmentation hand grenade. 


The Weapon of Choice: The Hand Grenade 


One aspect of the incidents that remained fairly constant throughout 
the war was the weapon most preferred by the perpetrators, the M26 
fragmentation hand grenade. There were several reasons for this, the 
most notable being the lack of evidence it left behind. “The anonymous 
nature of use of a grenade whether by use of a triggering device (such 
as a trip wire) or thrown during hours of darkness provides the indi- 
vidual with an excellent weapon,” one commander admitted. “The gre- 
nade or other explosive device is far more difficult to trace to the 
individual than for example the noise from an M-16 and the resultant 
effect of having to conceal the weapon.””” Another officer wrote, “There 
are no fingerprints on a hand grenade.”!® Fragmentation grenades, or 
“frags” as the grunts often called them, also afforded potential killers 
breathing space while committing their crimes, for they were not re- 
quired to face their targets during the assaults. The following case, 
which occurred in the 229th Supply and Service Company in 1970, is 
typical in this regard: “[At] about 2200 hours [Private Gary W. Creek] 
was observed standing across the street from Lieutenant Brown’s quar- 
ters, which was a distance from his own. When asked his purpose, he 
replied that he was looking for beer. Approximately fifteen minutes 
later a solid object hit the roof of the quarters occupied by Lieutenants 
Brown and Ferguson, followed shortly by an explosion outside. Investi- 
gation disclosed a hole in the ground near the quarter's wall, with new 
fragment holes in surrounding walls and objects.”° 

While most grenades were simply lobbed at their targets as in the 
above-cited case, others were employed in more ingenious ways. The 
method of choice in the 170th Aviation Company involved the prepara- 
tion of a time-delayed booby trap. When Staff Sergeant Roy L. Beard 
decided to kill fellow NCO Dannan R. Keays in 1970, he secured a 
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grenade’s spoon with masking tape and removed its pull ring. He then 
submerged the device in a small can filled with gasoline, hoping that 
the fuel would soon erode the tape’s adhesive, releasing the spoon and 
causing the striker to detonate the grenade. Beard placed the contrap- 
tion outside his intended victim’s quarters but Keays was spared when 
the grenade tipped over, causing its spoon to lodge against the side of 
the can and thus preventing its detonation. The apparatus was discov- 
ered two days later, its engineer soon after. Beard was court-martialed 
and sent to prison for his ingenuity.’? Military records reveal several 
other instances of fraggers using this particular method but it usually 
proved to be unreliable, as the devices either malfunctioned or were 
discovered before the grenades could explode.*! More successful was a 
soldier who affixed a grenade to the front tire of a jeep with a pull wire 
secured to both the grenade’s pin and the wheel well. When Captain 
Lester W. Gray and two soldiers of D Troop, 17th Cavalry, boarded the 
vehicle and began driving, the wheel’s rotation forced the pin from the 
grenade. The ensuing explosion injured all of the vehicle’s occupants.*? 
In addition to the fragmentation grenade, the MI8Al Claymore 
anti-personnel mine was another weapon sometimes employed by frag- 
gers. The Claymore was a small, rectangular affair that could be deto- 
nated by a handheld firing device or trip wire. When it exploded, its 
effect was devastating: the mine sprayed hundreds of steel fragments 
into a sixty-degree, approximately fifty-meter-wide kill zone. Few sur- 
vived run-ins with Claymores, and the fact that the weapon was em- 
ployed in the U.S. arsenal for over forty years attests to its effectiveness. 
A homicide involving the use of this weapon occurred in the Ist Avia- 
tion Brigade in 1969. After receiving nonjudicial punishment for mari- 
juana possession, Private William E. Sutton decided to kill his company 
commander and first sergeant. The intoxicated private set up Clay- 
mores beside their billets, well aware that the explosions would easily 
penetrate the outer walls of the structures and strike his victims. The 
first device did not so much as scratch the company commander but 
killed helicopter pilot Richard M. Arann, who was asleep in the build- 
ing. Sutton later confessed to another soldier that he had triggered the 
first Claymore and started to run. “When [he] heard the warrant officer 
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scream [he] almost stopped in his tracks. Then [he] proceeded to deto- 
nate the second one.” The other mine also missed its intended target 
but sent shrapnel ripping into Sergeant Major Grant J. McBee, nearly 
killing him. Private Sutton was apprehended and sentenced to life im- 
prisonment.”? 

Several fragging incidents involved use of the M14 incendiary gre- 
nade. Known to the troops as “Willy Pete,” a reference to the white 
phosphorus allotrope it contained, the grenade became an inferno 
when detonated. Fortunately no deaths were recorded in cases involv- 
ing this weapon. 
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incident observed in the 26th Engineer Battalion involved the use of a 
block of C4 explosive studded with metal spikes. One man threw a 
Molotov cocktail. Perhaps the most violent case of all, however, oc- 
curred when Private First Class Michael S. Crampton of the 43d Signal 
Battalion decided to kill Captain Ronald C. Edwards by firing a LAW 
anti-tank rocket at his tent. Edwards survived the attack and Crampton 
was rewarded with a ten-year prison sentence.”* 

U.S. troops in Vietnam were also supplied with a variety of nonle- 
thal ordnance that was sometimes employed to harass or warn “friendly” 
targets. Smoke grenades, which were commonly available, were used 
this way, as were CS gas grenades, which released an irritating agent 
that could briefly incapacitate those exposed to it. The military’s deci- 
sion to use CS gas in Vietnam proved to be controversial and resulted 
in worldwide condemnation,”’ though this hardly deterred the frag- 
gers. In fact, it has even been suggested in Vietnam War literature that 
these nonlethal grenades were employed as part of a macabre three- 
step fragging “cycle.” When an individual was targeted for fragging, he 
might first have a smoke grenade rolled under his bunk as a warning. If 
his offending conduct persisted, a CS grenade would be similarly em- 
ployed. Should this too prove unsuccessful in changing him, a frag- 
mentation grenade was used to complete the cycle. However, I have 
found no cases in which this entire three-step process was used against 
any particular individual or group. 
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Firearms 


There has been some debate in Vietnam literature as to what actually 
constituted a fragging incident. While the term “fragging” originally re- 
ferred to the use of fragmentation grenades, some have stretched the 
definition to include all assaults on fellow servicemen, including those 
in which firearms were employed. When compiling its statistical data 
concerning fragging incidents, however, the army tallied only those in- 
cidents that fit its own definition of the term, cases that actually in- 
volved the use of explosive devices such as grenades and mines. 
Accordingly, attacks in which firearms or other weapons were used 
were not counted. Although this was strictly an administrative deci- 
sion, it did not stop some pundits from crying cover-up. One academic 
claimed that the Pentagon “tried to minimize those few reports they 
did receive by counting only grenade-caused casualties, literal ‘frag- 
gings, rather than including attacks on superiors by all means, includ- 
ing the use of rifles and machine guns, and the sabotage of helicopters.””® 
First of all, the army’s fragging statistics were compiled not by career- 
minded officials in Washington or Saigon but by the army’s Criminal 
Investigation Division and the USARV provost marshal’s office, both of 
which investigated criminal offenses irrespective of their circum- 
stances. Secondly, “fragging” and “attacks on superiors” were not al- 
ways one and the same, for rank was not an indubitable motive in the 
attacks. Most of the fraggers’ grenades were indeed aimed at the leader- 
ship corps but there were also a fair share of cases in which junior en- 
listed men and Vietnamese nationals were targeted, and these incidents 
were included in the fragging statistics. Conversely, virtually all of the 
homicides involving firearms were cases of enlisted troops killing men 
of relatively equal rank.’’ In fact, of the several hundred Vietnam mur- 
der cases in which firearms were used, fewer than ten of the victims 
were officers. It is true, however, that the determined motives for some 
of the shootings, particularly racial tension and illegal drug use, were 
analogous to those of the fragging phenomenon, as were the handful 
that involved violence directed toward superiors. Of the latter, the case 
of Marine Corporal Charles Eason is typical. 

When Corporal Eason voluntarily extended his tour of duty in Viet- 
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nam for the third time, he was awarded a thirty-day leave in the United 
States. Eason apparently had no desire to go home, and after what he 
claimed were two unsuccessful attempts to have his orders amended, 
chose to simply remain in the Da Nang area, where he visited friends 
and even went on patrol with various marine units. Shortly after re- 
turning to his own outfit, however, he was informed by Lieutenant Earl 
K. Ziegler that charges were being filed against him for disobeying or- 
ders. This angered Eason, who believed that his leave destination was 
irrelevant, and the officer’s attempts to explain the matter to him were 
unsuccessful. As the two men discussed the situation, a clerk appeared 
and requested the lieutenant’s presence in the unit mailroom. 


“Is it about mail?” asked Eason. “Do I have any mail?” 

“Its kind of funny you ask about mail now,” scoffed Ziegler. “You 
came back from leave from Da Nang. You went down to supply and got 
your gear and you went back out to your position. Why didn’t you 
check your mail then? If you have any mail we'll get it to you.” 


Eason then asked Ziegler if he could leave, because he “couldn't 
think straight.” An eyewitness described what happened next: 


Lieutenant Ziegler was looking in the mailbags . . . when Corporal Ea- 
son walked behind the counter with an M-16 rifle in his hand. [Eason] 
told one of the clerks to get out of the way. Lieutenant Ziegler turned 
around [and faced] the corporal. Eason said, “Funny, huh?” Lieutenant 
Ziegler threw his hands up and said “No” at which time Eason shot 
him with an automatic burst [and] followed him down with his weapon 
on automatic. He did not appear excited or mad; he had a sort of “You- 


get-what-you-deserve” look on his face. 


“I murdered the lieutenant,” uttered Eason. Sergeant David R. Green 
quickly collared Eason and relieved him of his rifle. He then escorted 
the killer from the building and forced him to the ground. “He shouldn't 
have fucked with me,” the corporal declared. As Green began to bind 
him, Eason turned to him and said, “You don’t have to tie me up, Ser- 
geant Green. I’m not going to kill anybody else.” 
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Corporal Eason was tried and convicted of premeditated murder 
and sentenced to fifty years’ imprisonment. He was able to win a new 
trial on appeal, was found guilty of the reduced charge of voluntary 
manslaughter, and was released in May 1974 after serving only five 
years in confinement.”® In December 1977, he was found dead inside 
his Pittsburgh home, having succumbed to carbon monoxide fumes 
accidentally inhaled from a space heater. 

With the exception of incidents that are alleged to have occurred on 
the battlefield (which will be examined later), nearly all shootings oc- 
curred either during or immediately following disputes or altercations, 
and involved little attempt to avoid detection. In this respect, the shoot- 
ers differed from the “stealthy” fraggers, so I did not include them when 
constructing my profile in Chapter 3 of the “typical” fragger. 


“Fodding” 


Not all servicemen in Vietnam enjoyed easy access to ordnance, so 
fragging inevitably took on other forms. “Fodding” (from “foreign ob- 
ject damage”) in this context refers to the intentional sabotage of air- 
craft in aviation units. Specifically, the perpetrator would employ a 
foreign object to intentionally damage an aircraft in such a way that 
would cause it to malfunction during flight. The resulting crash would 
presumably destroy all evidence of the crime, particularly in the case of 
carrier-based aircraft. 

One report of “fodding” appeared in antiwar activist Mark Lane’s 
book Conversations with Americans, which contains transcripts of inter- 
views he conducted with thirty-two Vietnam-era veterans. One of the 
men he spoke with, navy deserter Steve Woods, claimed to have served 
as an aircraft mechanic aboard the carrier USS Oriskany for nine months 
in the Gulf of Tonkin and alleged that some of the ship’s aircraft losses 
were not the result of enemy action. “I don't know if I should even men- 
tion this,” Woods confided, “but some of the pilots are real wise guys, 
real nasty.” Those aviators who vocalized their dissatisfaction with their 
mechanics, he said, might receive a vicious surprise after take-off. 

“Sometimes . . . one of us will tape a screwdriver in the intake. Then 
the plane is catapulted off, and then when he races his engine the whole 
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thing explodes in the air.” “Have you seen that done?” asked Lane. 
“Yes,” Woods replied, “three or four times.”?? Upon closer scrutiny, 
however, it becomes clear that Woods's account is somewhat flawed. 
Casualty records and aircraft accident reports reveal that of the thou- 
sands of sorties launched off “Mighty O” from 1965 to the time Lane’s 
book was released in 1970, only three aviators were lost in nonhostile 
crashes that occurred during takeoff or en route to the assigned target. 
One crash occurred during the ship’s first Vietnam cruise in 1965, an- 
other on the second cruise in 1966, and the third in late 1967. Of these 
losses, the accident reports confirm that none involved an aircraft or its 
engine(s) exploding in mid-air.*° Remarkably, one of the incidents was 
captured on film in a series of high-speed photographs and these clearly 
show that no in-air explosion took place. Another of the reports in- 
cludes after-crash photographs of the aircraft and reveals that the cause 
of the accident had nothing to do with the plane’s engines. Further- 
more, the ship’s muster rolls and monthly updates indicate that Woods 
was not on the ship when any of these crashes occurred. 

Although Woods's story is obviously problematic, a small number of 
confirmed “fodding” incidents did take place in Vietnam. What is dif- 
ficult to determine, however, is whether the saboteurs were Americans 
or Vietnamese. One case occurred in October 1969, when a mainte- 
nance officer in the 101st Aviation Battalion at Camp Eagle found a 
grenade that had been placed into the fuel cell of a UH-1H helicopter. 
The grenade’s pin had been pulled and its spoon secured with masking 
tape, but while the fuel caused the tape to loosen, the grenade failed to 
explode. During a March 1970 flight from Phu Hiep to An Khe, a heli- 
copter pilot of the 238th Aviation Company was forced to make an 
emergency landing after experiencing engine trouble. When the air- 
craft was inspected, it was discovered that glass and paper had been 
inserted into its engine outlets. During a routine check of a U-21 air- 
craft at Sanford Airfield in Long Binh in June 1970, an alert mechanic 
found that a quart of oil had been poured into the plane’s exhaust stack, 
which would have caused engine failure at an indefinite time after take- 
off.2 Several months later, someone wrapped sixteen rounds of 7.62 
ammunition around a smoke grenade, pulled the grenade’s pin, and 
placed the device inside the engine inlet area of an aircraft assigned to 
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the 117th Aviation Company.*’ Subsequent investigations of these cases 
yielded no suspects. 

Authorities seem to have been more successful in identifying the 
perpetrators of “fodding” incidents that occurred outside Vietnam. Af- 
ter being “harassed” by a petty officer, Airman George E. Martinson 
placed a penny and a nail inside the engine intakes of two naval aircraft 
at Cecil Field, Florida. The objects were discovered before any damage 
was done, and Martinson, who confessed to the act, was charged with 
“willfully and intentionally placing foreign objects in two jet aircraft 
engines valued at $800,000.” Psychiatrists who subsequently examined 
the accused found him to possess a severe passive-dependent personal- 
ity. They did not believe that Martinson intended to hurt anyone in 
particular let alone destroy the aircraft; rather, they determined that 
the airman’s poor judgment and lack of insight, paired with suppressed 
rage, led him to act out against a symbol of the navy’s authority, which 
he believed had persecuted him without cause. Despite their pleas for 
leniency, Martinson was found guilty and sentenced to a bad-conduct 
discharge and six months of confinement.** In October 1971, a mainte- 
nance supervisor in the army’s 55th Aviation Company discovered that 
someone had inserted pieces of paper into the fuel tank and fuel pump 
of a Mohawk OVI Bravo at K-16 Airfield in South Korea. One of the 
company’s enlisted men was identified as a possible suspect in the case, 
but authorities were unable to obtain enough evidence to charge him.*® 


Fraggings were rare in the navy and air force. From what documenta- 
tion was available, | was only able to confirm a handful of incidents. 
There are a number reasons for this. In the case of the navy, relatively 
few sailors were stationed on shore in Vietnam when fragging became 
commonplace (by early 1971 there were only 16,500 blue jackets in 
country). With regard to the air force, several factors are believed to be 
responsible. The typical airman tended to be older than his army or 
Marine Corps counterpart. Nearly all were high school graduates and 
many possessed college backgrounds. Air force personnel often lived in 
less austere conditions than soldiers and marines, both physically and 
in terms of discipline, and many performed jobs deemed to be of “high 
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caliber,” while mundane chores were frequently relegated to local Viet- 
namese. The fact that fewer airmen enjoyed easy access to ordnance 
also played a role.*° 

Of the incidents within these services that did occur in Vietnam, 
none resulted in death. On 3 July 1969, a grenade was detonated at 
Binh Thuy Naval Base, injuring an enlisted man. A sailor was spotted 
running from the scene of the explosion and apprehended but the sub- 
sequent investigation failed to win a conviction.’ In October 1970, 
Seaman Apprentice Fredie Montanez threw a concussion grenade at a 
fellow enlisted sailor while aboard a naval vessel moored at the Nha Be 
Logistic Support Base. Despite the intervention of a congressman on 
his behalf, Montanez was subsequently convicted of aggravated assault 
and served nearly two years in the brig.*® The bloodiest incident to oc- 
cur in the air force took place in December 1971 when a grenade was 
thrown into an officer billet of the 366 Munitions Maintenance Squad- 
ron at Da Nang Airfield. The explosion injured five of the squadron’s ten 
assigned officers, including the squadron commander, as well as two 
civilian technicians who had been involved in testing a new munition. 


Environmental Characteristics 


When reviewing military records regarding fragging, it becomes obvi- 
ous that many of the attacks shared common elements. One feature of 
the cases that remained constant was the time of day, or, better, of night 
in which most of the incidents took place. Darkness obviously afforded 
fraggers added security against detection, both in terms of being identi- 
fied by witnesses and in the low level of activity on military installa- 
tions during that period. Another aspect found to be fairly consistent 
was location where the assaults took place. Most fraggings occurred in _ 
noncombat support units. Of the nearly one hundred grenade cases 
acknowledged by the army in 1969, fewer than one-third occurred in 
infantry units. Most were observed in such support outfits as the 64th 
Finance Section, the 647th Quartermaster Company, and the 27th Sur- 
gical Hospital, though one should consider the large number of support 
personnel as compared to those serving in the combat arms (the ratio 
was approximately 10:1) when making such an analysis. Nevertheless, 
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the fact that most of the incidents occurred in support units allays the 
popular legend found in postwar literature that fraggers primarily tar- 
geted leaders who needlessly or recklessly risked their men’s lives in 
combat, as does the fact that fragging incidents increased dramatically 
at a time when the American war was winding down and U.S. battle 
deaths were rapidly decreasing. 

Why did REMFs (“rear-echelon motherfuckers”), as support person- 
nel were derisively known, commit more fraggings than the combat 
troops? REMFs may not have faced the same physical dangers that the 
grunts did, but they were still in Vietnam. They were just as far away 
from home, it was hot, they too received “Dear John” letters, and with 
the war winding down they were made to endure what had become an 
almost garrison-type situation with its accompanying spit and polish. 
To make matters worse, the perceived harassment from superiors as- 
sociated with garrison duty was not accompanied by the usual off-duty 
benefits or comforts of garrison life found in the United States.*° A vis- 
iting congressional panel found that “the soldier in Vietnam has little or 
no way of dealing with his frustration in any constructive fashion. Most 
towns are off-limits and those that are not are limited in what they have 
to offer. The primary activity when they are permitted off the post is 
drinking in local bars and meeting with local women, most of whom 
are prostitutes.” It was also in the rear that two of the contributing fac- 
tors to the fragging phenomenon—drug use and racial militancy— 
were usually found. As one marine mused, “Racial confrontations [in 
the rear] were becoming so common by 1969 that it was common to 
joke, ‘I’m going back out to the bush where it’s safe!” Esprit de corps 
waned in rear areas, while boredom, paired with the military’s tradi- 
tional fetish for mindless busywork, played a key role in leading young 
soldiers into mischief. 

In his classic Reveries on the Art of War, Maurice de Saxe wrote, “The 
transition from fatigue to rest enervates [soldiers]. They compare one 
state with another, and idleness, that predominate passion of mankind, 
gains ascendancy over them. They then murmur at every trifling incon- 
venience.’ The case of Private Gilberto Hernandez is an interesting 
example in this regard. After arriving in Vietnam in 1968, Hernandez 
served for nearly eleven months in the field as a machine gunner with 
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the 101st Airborne Division. Despite being wounded and seeing “a lot 
of men killed,” he was “aggressive, showed initiative, and was a good 
infantryman,” his platoon sergeant later testified. It was not until he 
was posted to a secure rear-area unit to complete the final weeks of his 
Vietnam tour that his problems began. It was there that he came into 
conflict with Sergeant First Class Richard L. Atkins, Sr., a headquarters 
company mess sergeant. Nicknamed “Hardcore” by his unloving sub- 
ordinates, Atkins had already been the victim of two CS grenade frag- 
gings when Hernandez detonated a Claymore mine outside his living 
quarters. At trial, it was revealed that Hernandez had two prior special 
court-martial convictions involving disputes with his superiors, yet 
neither case had anything to do with the unit’s combat mission.** 

All of the fragging incidents cited in this study occurred in garrison 
or garrison-type environments. While inspecting defensive positions 
on Hill 190 near Da Nang, twenty-year-old Sergeant Richard Lee Tate 
of I Company, Ist Marines, found Lance Corporal Gary A. Hendrix 
asleep on guard duty. Tate collared the sleeping sentry and berated 
him, saying, “If 1 were a V.C., you would be dead!” Later that evening, 
Hendrix approached the old French bunker in which Tate and two 
other NCOs were sleeping, and dropped a fragmentation grenade 
through the gun port. The grenade landed between Tate’s legs and ex- 
ploded, killing him and injuring the others. Hendrix was convicted of 
premeditated murder.*? It is interesting to note that in this instance, it 
was the perpetrator who had been “risking men’s lives” and not the 
victim, contrary to the postwar fragging stereotype. 

It is certainly possible, however, that instances of fragging did occur 
on the battlefield during combat operations. The lore of modern war- 
fare is replete with tales of soldiers shooting unpopular officers in the 
back, and Vietnam is certainly no exception in this regard, but a look at 
casualty records suggests that these incidents, if any, were exceedingly 
rare. For example, from the time that the first Marine Corps ground units 
arrived in Vietnam in March 1965 to their departure in mid-1971, a 
total of 224 marine officers died of gunshot wounds sustained in battle. 
During that six-year period, the Corps took part in some of the hardest 
fighting in its history against an enemy whose tenacity was proverbial. 
Moreover, a number of these officers were witnessed committing acts of 


34 Fragging 


heroism at the time of their deaths and were awarded posthumous dec- 
orations, including several Medals of Honor. While the possibility that 
officers were murdered in the field certainly cannot be denied, even a 
cursory look at casualty statistics rules out any preponderance of inci- 
dents. Vague references to such behavior flood Vietnam War literature; 
what is lacking is precise information regarding particular cases.*° Sans 
the honest admissions of ex-servicemen, such incidents are impossible 
to confirm, and these fatalities, if any, were invariably recorded as ordi- 
nary battle casualties. How many men died this way? We will never 
know. 

It is at this point that a falsehood regarding alleged battlefield homi- 
cides, one that has made the rounds of Vietnam literature since the 
early 1970s, will be laid to rest. In the above-mentioned book Conversa- 
tions with Americans, marine “James D. Nell” of the 9th Engineers 
claimed to have witnessed the murders of “five or six” officers during 
combat operations in Vietnam. “I’ve seen it in the field,” Nell said. 
“Sometimes they get on your nerves too much.™’ Thorough investiga- 
tion of this story revealed it to be completely unfounded. Unit person- 
nel rosters and a 1996 Marine Corps investigation conducted at my 
request confirm that Nell served in Vietnam with C Company, 9th En- 
gineer Battalion, but in regard to the murders, they tell quite a different 
story.*® The truth is that not one commissioned leatherneck died in 
Nell’s entire battalion of any cause, hostile or otherwise, during his tour 
of duty or, for that matter, the entire Vietnam War. The casualty infor- 
mation provided by the personnel rosters is further confirmed by the 
umit’s monthly command chronologies as well as data assembled by the 
battalion’s veterans association.** Of the “killings” themselves, Nell 
maintained, “Generally everybody, almost, just about the entire com- 
pany... would know it was going to happen. They would just wait 
until he [the officer] was in the right position.” Interviews were con- 
ducted with ten former C Company enlisted men who served with Nell, 
and without my showing them the documentation I had accumulated, 
all of them called him a liar.” I was even able to contact every commis- 
sioned officer assigned to C Company during Nell’s time in Vietnham— 
they were all alive and kicking nearly thirty years later.*! In fact, the 
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only fatality that did take place in the company during Nell’s tour oc- 
curred when a distraught enlisted man shot himself after receiving a 
“Dear John” letter. 

Similarly problematic was an implication of a battlefield homicide 
made by Lieutenant Colonel Anthony B. Herbert in his 1973 memoir 
Soldier, a book that one reviewer called “a kaleidoscope of truth, half- 
truth, and fabrication.”°> Herbert, an ex-battalion commander in the 
173d Airborne Brigade, wrote of a young platoon leader who was alleg- 
edly murdered by his drugged-up troops in the field, but an exhaustive 
investigation conducted by army authorities revealed that the shooting 
was nothing more than a tragic accident. On 8 September 1968, the offi- 
cer in question, Second Lieutenant Robert T. Elliott, III, of B Company, 
2/503d Infantry, was ordered to emplace a squad-sized night ambush 
near a suspected Viet Cong infiltration route in Quang Ngai Province. 
Shortly after Elliott and his men departed their base camp, however, 
things began to go wrong. According to several of his NCOs, Elliott, 
who had only been in Vietnam for three weeks, was a poor map reader 
and quickly became lost, leading his men in circles through the jungle 
for over an hour while twice passing the planned ambush site. The lieu- 
tenant eventually selected a second location and divided his soldiers 
into three groups, directing that two of the groups set up listening posts 
along a well-traveled path, while the third group was to remain with 
him in the command post. The men found these last-minute instruc- 
tions confusing, and, critically, it appears that Elliott did not reveal the 
exact position his command element would occupy to the troops man- 
ning the two listening posts. In any case, the men understood that once 
the ambush position was in place, no one was supposed to move. 

Several hours passed. Shortly after midnight, Private First Class José 
M. Rosa-Contreras, who was monitoring radio traffic at the command 
post, “moved off to the left of the position . . . to urinate.” His movements 
were noticed by the soldiers in one of the listening posts, who, in the 
belief that they had spotted an enemy soldier, called Lieutenant Elliott 
on the radio Rosa-Contreras was supposed to be monitoring to alert him 
of their “discovery.” Receiving no response, they radioed company head- 
quarters. Testifying during an official probe, Rosa-Contreras admitted: 
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When I got back to the radio I heard the outpost on my right talking to 
company headquarters. I listened and heard him report seeing a gook, 
a Vietnamese, moving around. The moon was very bright and there 
wasn't any heavy brush in the area so I stood up to spot the gook. I 
couldn’t see anything and got down again. Then I heard the outpost 
tell company headquarters that the gook had stood up and squatted 
down again. Headquarters told the outpost that if the gook didn’t move 
again the outpost should fire on him. I decided that I had better awaken 
Lieutenant Elliott. 1 shook the guy sleeping next to me and told him to 
hold the radio. Then I crawled around two or three guys and shook 
Lieutenant Elliot. Just as I raised up from waking him I heard the first 
shot fired and I jumped into a small ditch. While I was still getting into 
the ditch heavy small arms fire came into our position and M-79 
rounds began falling around us. I looked for Lieutenant Elliott and saw 
him hunched over and I pulled him toward me. I could tell he had 
been hit. 


An M16 round fired from the listening post had struck Elliott in the 
abdomen. A sergeant’s screams of “Cease fire!” halted the fusillade but 
the men’s efforts to save their lieutenant were unsuccessful. “Elliott was 
in a state of shock, saying ‘Please don’t let me die,” a squad leader wrote. 
“We attempted mouth-to-mouth resuscitation but {he] did not come 
out of the shock. He then became stiff and died shortly after the medics 
arrived on the scene.”* An incredulous Rosa-Contreras rebuked his 
comrades for shooting in the first place. “I just got up to take a piss and 
you guys fired me up!” he exclaimed. Although Lieutenant Elliott was 
undoubtedly killed by his own men’s guns, and drugs were indeed 
used by some in the unit (Rosa-Contreras was court-martialed for 
smoking marijuana several months after the incident), any intimation 
that foul play was involved in the officer’s death is groundless. Diligent 
readers of Soldier will note that two differing accounts of the incident 
are provided in the text: it is first described as the case of a lieutenant 
who mistakenly ordered his own men to open fire on him; the second 
reference contains the murder claim. The latter version quotes Sergeant 
First Class Lucien T. Brewer as saying that Elliott “was still alive [after 
being shot], but they finished him off before the dust-off [medical evac- 
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uation helicopter] came in.”* This is false, as a postmortem examina- 
tion of the lieutenant’s remains revealed that he sustained a single 
gunshot wound to the abdomen and no other injuries.>° Moreover, 
Brewer was not present when the incident occurred and later denied 
making the statement.’’ In any case, the army’s investigation, which 
was conducted in 1971, failed to substantiate Colonel Herbert’s claim; 
why he persisted in including it in his memoir is unknown. 


Bounties 


A popular legend of the Vietnam War depicts vengeful enlisted men 
pooling their money and placing prices, bounties, on the heads of un- 
popular officers and NCOs. One source cites troops in the Mekong 
Delta, a likely reference to the army’s 9th Infantry Division, engaging 
in this practice.** One officer so targeted was Captain Robin B. Heath. 
While conducting an inspection of his unit perimeter one evening in 
1969, Heath found one of his soldiers painting what turned out to be 
signs offering a reward for his demise. “I was at ‘Tiger’s Lair’ in Kien 
Hoa Province for about three months,” he said. 


When I first came to [the 3d Battalion, 47th Infantry], I performed four 
Article 32 investigations for general courts-martial. Some of these were 
racial: in fact, they were all black soldiers. They [involved] field refus- 
als. You just can’t turn your guns on the people you work with because 
you think you go to the field too much. 

I took the [B] Company over the day [after some] men had been 
killed. It’s kind of weird when you come into a unit and you're the new- 
bie and you don’t know anybody and all of this stuff happens. 

We had a lot of incidents of guys rubbing insect repellent into their 
wounds and mosquito bites and festering them up so they wouldn't 
have to go to the field. The first sergeant and I took care of that. We 
knew what their tricks were, so my company kept about twice the 
combat strength of the other companies. . . . | was the new guy on the 
block and they didn’t tell me how the game was played, that you screw 
off and don’t keep that many. There are a lot of games played in war. 

The biggest thing that people were afraid of [was] that if you were a 
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company commander and you didn’t mind standing and fighting, 
they’d be afraid that you’d take them down in the jungle and you'd 
have to stay there and fight all night. If those troops thought that they 
[were] going to [the] jungle overnight, they'd do anything they could to 
keep from going because Charlie [came] in close on those banana dikes. 

My first sergeant came to me one day and indicated that he was 
thinking of moving out of [our] hooch. I didn’t know what was going 
on but I guess he had heard some rumors [that] I was going to get shot. 
Then on one evening a little later as | was checking the perimeter, I 
found a guy painting some signs. He was painting “dead or alive” on it 
or something, from what I gather, and there was a reward. I don’t know 
how much money it was. I think it was a black fellow from 2d Platoon 
and I said, “You’re up kind of late, aren't you?” and he said, “Yeah, 
kinda late.” And that was about it; I just passed on through, I never 
even stopped to read them. They were about me as I found out, for me 
“dead or alive.” I didn’t know that I was doing that bad. 

I transferred out of the battalion the day after or two days after they 
wrote the sign[s] up on me. The colonel thought it was best if they 
moved me out. I hadn’t been there that long. I didn’t think that I had 
that many people mad at me. After I left, I found out that I had a Viet 
Cong bounty on me as well as a troop bounty. You don’t know, one day 
you might be popular, the next day you might be shot.%° 


The most infamous bounty ever posted involved a high-ranking of- 
ficer who allegedly made the hit list: Lieutenant Colonel Weldon F. 
Honeycutt, a battalion commander in the 101st Airborne Division. In 
his efforts to seize enemy-occupied Hill 937, Colonel Honeycutt or- 
dered an aggressive frontal assault that was ultimately successful but 
resulted in heavy casualties. The perilous terrain feature quickly ac- 
quired the soubriquet “Hamburger Hill” and earned Honeycutt the 
scorn of the antiwar press. GI Says, which was supposedly one of the 
many “underground” GI newspapers that appeared during the Vietnam 
era,°° is said to have offered a $10,000 bounty for the colonel’s murder. 
Although a number of authors have fancifully claimed that attempts 
were indeed made against Honeycutt’s life,°! military records fail to 
substantiate this,°* and Honeycutt himself denied the charge: 
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1 did hear of the newspaper called GI Says but never saw or read same. 
To my certain knowledge there were never any attempts made against 
me. To be sure, all anyone had to do was follow me around in the jun- 
gle or in the fire base night or day as I never used bodyguards or any 
other means of protection other than my pistol and AR-15 carbine. 


No one will ever know how widespread bounties were, but there is 
evidence that they predated Vietnamization. During the probe of a 
March 1967 fragging in the 3d 155mm Gun Battery, investigators 
learned that Lance Corporal William R. Thomas had offered Private 
Terry L. Kanekeberg $100 to “get rid of the people in charge of the bat- 
tery.” When confronted by authorities, however, Thomas swore that he 
had “meant nothing” by it and that his offer was only a “sick joke.” 
Lieutenant Colonel Robert L. Drudik, commander of the 1st Battalion, 
7th Cavalry, in February 1970, described the problem in his unit: “Right 
now, the A Company commander, acting first sergeant, and one platoon 
sergeant have learned informally that ‘contracts’ are out to get them.”® In 
the case outlined below, a confidential informant was able to provide 
authorities with the details concerning the pooling of a troop bounty. 

The 2d Battalion, 8th Cavalry, was one of the last American ground 
units stationed in South Vietnam. By the beginning of 1972, its morale 
was at low ebb, as drugs, racial militancy, and indiscipline became en- 
demic among its enlisted ranks. Commanders serving in the battalion’s 
line units showed little patience in dealing with troublemakers, and 
found the Headquarters Company, which occupied the battalion rear 
area at Bien Hoa, to be a convenient dumping ground for their undesir- 
able soldiers. It wasn’t long before Headquarters Company became 
what the battalion commander called a “troubled unit.” 

Captain Samuel S. Vitucci, a twenty-four-year-old West Point gradu- 
ate, was assigned command of Headquarters Company in mid-February. 
His battalion commander actually felt it necessary to caution him of the 
unit’s condition before he took the job, warning that the company “had 
a drug problem and several black power advocates” within its ranks. 
Vitucci was well aware of the company’s woes; he had already taken 
part in a number of shakedown inspections, and reported several of the 
troops for using drugs even before assuming command. He recalled: 
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posture, but as was the case so many times before in Vietnam, its mal- 
contents chose to use violence to deal with their superior. Sometime in 
late February, Specialists Four Joseph B. Ancrum, Ronald D. Baker, 
Oliver M. Dean, Robert Murphy, and Henry W. Parker, Privates First 
Class Harold E. Collins, Maurice V. Gallagher, Horace Hogans, Jr., and 
Glen A. Poe, and Private Edward Tattnall gathered in a military barber- 
shop to discuss the crackdown and its architect. All of the men had had 
run-ins with Vitucci since his arrival in the unit and several of them 
were slated for administrative discharges. The CID was investigating 
Ancrum for the rape of a Vietnamese woman and Gallagher had just 
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Small plastic vials, used by our hardcore drug users who were using 
heroin, litter[ed] the company area. There was a great deal of drug par- 
aphernalia throughout the barracks area. The troops had created parti- 
tions out of the bays. They decorated their areas with black lights, 
posters, beads, rugs, incense, and I smelled marijuana on several occa- 
sions. The black power movement was in evidence as well. It was not 
uncommon to see these individuals use black power salutes and make 
use of racist language to taunt other blacks and whites who were good 
soldiers. 

I saw it as my job to clean this company up. When I took command 
I conductled] frequent inspections in the billet areas and [began] to 
change the culture of the organization. There were no more black 
lights, no more separate living areas, no more burning of incense. I 
also began the process of getting the drug users to detox or getting 
them chaptered [administratively discharged] out of the army.°° 


These actions certainly had a pronounced effect on the company’s 


beaten a murder charge in West Germany.” Vitucci continued: 


I remember taking Dean’s acting jack [acting sergeant’s] stripes away 
from him for refusing a lawful order. I also removed him from the E-5 
[promotion] list because of his belligerent attitude. I had enough paper- 
work on all but three of the ten [for administrative discharges] before | 
had commanded the unit for forty days. Unfortunately, I didn’t have 
enough on Ancrum and Dean [who] were the most vocal and were the 
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ringleaders. They were too slick. I know that Poe, Collins, and Tattnall 
had all been sent to the detox center in Long Binh and returned to the 
company and immediately began heavy use of dope again. One day I 
walked in on Poe as he was shooting heroin into his arm.® 


The men collected a bounty payable “to an unidentified person to 
murder Vitucci.”® The pool increased until it reached the sum of $500, 
which in spite of a recent military pay raise constituted well over a 
month’s wages for a junior enlisted man. The plot was foiled, however, 
when an enlisted soldier loyal to the command structure overheard the 
conspirators and informed a senior NCO of the scheme. The battalion 
commander, who was in the field at the time, sent a helicopter to the 
rear area to whisk Vitucci away from any potential danger while mili- 
tary policemen hauled the alleged plotters to the stockade.” Charges 
were quickly preferred against the group but Vitucci dropped them 
when he learned that the informant “was afraid for his life and did not 
want to testify.””’ Instead, the pending administrative discharges were 
speedily processed and the others were transferred back to the United 
States, as Vitucci recalled, with “all the counseling and performance 
reports and an explanation of what happened preced[ing] them to their 
gaining units.”” 

Although military records and veteran statements confirm that 
bounties were in fact pooled in Vietnam, determining whether they 
played any real role in motivating enlisted men to assault their superi- 
ors is another matter. When asked about bounties by a military psy- 
chiatrist, only one of a group of twenty-eight convicted fraggers at the 
Leavenworth stockade said that there had been a bounty placed on his 
victim, and added that it had “played no part in his final action.”” A 
number of the offenders profiled here pleaded guilty at their courts- 
martial and admitted to committing their offenses, yet none of them 
cited bounties as a motivating factor. In fact, their court-martial tran- 
scripts do not mention them at all. Bounties, it seems, were most often 
an extension of the loose talk offered by frustrated enlisted men as a 
way of releasing tension. The fraggers, I will argue in Chapter 3, were 
not stimulated to act by any financial motive; they committed their 
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offenses because they genuinely felt that they had been wronged by 
their victims and were now “evening the score.” 


The Wrong Man 


Perhaps the most tragic aspect of the fragging phenomenon was that 
the perpetrators often neglected to isolate their intended targets when 
they struck, and as a result, innocent bystanders were inevitably killed 
and injured in the attacks. One particularly heartrending case occurred 
in D Battery, 11th Marines, at Liberty Bridge (Phu Lac 6) in February 
1969. Although no one has ever been convicted of this crime and hence 
the murderer’s true target officially remains unknown, witness testi- 
mony paints a convincing picture of two men who happened to be in 
the wrong place at the wrong time. 

Court-martial transcripts reveal that when First Lieutenant Francis 
A. Mauro, Jr., assumed command of D Battery, he found it to possess 
“poor morale, [and a] poor state of place.” His efforts to reestablish or- 
der did not earn him much popularity among the militant elements of 
the battery’s enlisted ranks and it wasn’t long before talk of murder was 
in the air. While drinking whiskey with a friend on the evening of 27 
February, Private First Class Walter Chambers, Jr., boldly announced, 
“Tm going to do a job on the C.O. tonight.” Chambers, it was said, had 
made similar statements on several other occasions, once to the effect 
that he would perform the deed “before [his scheduled] rotation back 
to the States.” At about 2340 hours, he and a companion, Private First 
Class Kenneth Williams, left the motor pool tent in which they had 
been boozing and made their way toward the battery’s small arms bun- 
ker. While under way, Chambers repeated his intention to yet another 
marine who simply laughed, not taking him seriously. Williams later 
told investigators that he then saw Chambers enter the bunker and re- 
move a grenade, but subsequently retracted this statement in court, 
claiming that he had been scared into making the declaration during 
initial questioning. In any case, Williams then fled the scene because 
he “didn’t want to be there.” Another witness observed Chambers ap- 
proach Mauro’s bunker.” 
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As fate would have it, the lieutenant was nowhere near his quarters 
that evening. Assigned to fire direction watch, Mauro had opted to 
sleep elsewhere in order to accommodate a newly arrived NCO, Hay- 
wood W. Ballance, who was slated to assume duty as the battery’s new 
first sergeant. Also in the billet that night was Ballance’s predecessor, 
First Sergeant Warren R. Furse. A career marine with over sixteen years 
of service, Furse was scheduled to return to the United States and his 
wife and children in a matter of days. Tragically, this was not to be, for 
shortly before midnight, the muffled explosion of a hand grenade 
rocked the bunker. Ballance staggered out, bleeding from the mouth, 
shoulder, and chest. Many of the battery's men assumed that an enemy 
mortar attack was in progress, and a full alert was sounded in the 
cantonment. Several marines raced toward the stricken Ballance and 
carried him to the battalion aid station. 

“Where's the first sergeant?” they cried. 

“In the quarters,” gurgled Ballance. 

Inside the bunker, Sergeant Furse lay dying, having sustained mas- 
sive shrapnel wounds to his chest and abdomen. Frantic attempts to 
save his life were unsuccessful. Ballance was evacuated to Guam for 
medical treatment and eventually recovered from his injuries. Marine 
authorities immediately launched an investigation of the incident, and 
it wasn’t long before their attention turned to Chambers. He was taken 
into custody and charged with Furse’s murder. 

Chambers’s court-martial was convened over a two-day period in 
May 1969. Senior leadership was eager for a conviction and the Ist Divi- 
sion’s most seasoned trial counsel, Captain Edward F. Kelly, was selected 
to prosecute the case. Sergeant Ballance returned to Vietnam to offer his 
testimony and Private First Class Williams was summoned from Camp 
Lejeune, North Carolina, where he had since transferred. Nevertheless, 
the government's efforts were unsuccessful, as its key witness, Private 
Williams, elected to change his story, and Chambers was acquitted of all 
charges. “Succinctly,” Captain Kelly recalled, “I didn’t have a case with- 
out Williams. [He] told a different story than the account related to the 
investigating officer at the Article 32 [pretrial] hearing. It was clear to 
me from the time I first met Williams that he was an acquaintance of 
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Chambers if not a friend.””° Efforts were made after the trial to prosecute 
Williams for perjury but these too went nowhere. As for Lieutenant 
Mauro’s misgivings about his unit, any doubts about their capabilities 
were dispelled shortly after the murder, when D Battery successfully 
repulsed a battalion-strength enemy raid on its positions. The marines 
gunned down over seventy-five of the attackers and suffered only six- 
teen fatalities, and navy corpsman David R. Ray was posthumously 
awarded the Medal of Honor for his heroic actions during the battle.” 

It is simply impossible for any researcher to identify the intended 
target in every Vietnam fragging case, but it is clear that instances of 
men being maimed or killed by ordnance intended for others were 
commonplace. Corporal Thomas W. Fowler was an instructor at the lst 
Marine Division’s Land Mine Warfare School and was “intimately fa- 
miliar with the use of high explosives.” After he and another instructor 
quarreled over a fan, Fowler constructed a large bomb and detonated it 
outside of the man’s quarters. The explosion destroyed most of the 
building but missed its intended target and killed Lance Corporal Roger 
L. Jones, who was uninvolved in the dispute. “I got the wrong one,” 
Fowler was heard to say.’’ On 20 October 1971, a soldier assigned to 
the army’s Vung Chua Signal Site sought to eliminate Captain Terry A. 
De Sande with a Claymore mine but killed Captain Richard J. Privitar 
by mistake.” In fact, of all the army officers who are known to have 
died in fragging incidents during the Vietnam War, only one was the 
intended target of the assault.” 


During 1969, the year in which U.S. strength in Vietnam peaked at 
543,400 troops, the frequency of grenade attacks increased dramati- 
cally. The army reported ninety-six actual assaults during that year, 
with another thirty cited as “possible.” Thirty-two American and five 
Vietnamese deaths were recorded in these incidents, but a closer look 
at these figures reveals that not all of the victims were actually mur- 
dered. Of the American fatalities, two men were eventually found to 
have been victims of hostile action, three died during an apparent at- 
tempt to assault a military policeman, six had used grenades to commit 
suicide, and several others died in cases that were later found to have 
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been accidental in nature, bringing the actual number of intentional 
homicide victims owing to fragging to eleven. Over thirty incidents are 
known to have taken place in the Marine Corps that year, resulting in 
nine deaths. Although the army’s figures dwarfed those of previous 
years, one historian has suggested that the statistics are too low, and 
research reveals him to be correct. 

In his book The Spoils of War, sociologist Charles J. Levy cited the 
twenty grenade incidents observed in the 3d Marine Division’s tactical 
area during first eight months of 1969 and argued, “The Third Division 
contained four per cent of the American force in Vietnam at that time. 
By projecting, the . . . twenty cases become . . . over five hundred cases 
during the first eight months of 1969.”®° This implies that the army’s 
figures are inaccurate, which they indeed are. In theory, whenever “a 
significant incident, crime, accident, wrongdoing or mismanagement 
which involveld] [U.S. Army] personnel, property or equipment” oc- 
curred in Vietnam, regulations dictated that a Serious Incident Report, 
or S.I.R., be completed and submitted to USARV. The crimes included 
“murder, voluntary or involuntary manslaughter, assault with intent to 
commit murder or manslaughter, aggravated assaults, and unlawful or 
unauthorized discharge of firearms when injury occurs or unfavorable 
publicity can be expected.” When preparing its fragging statistics, the 
army simply tallied those S.I.R.s that involved the unauthorized deto- 
nations of explosive devices and grouped them into three categories: 


“Actual assaults”: incidents involving explosives in which the intent to 
kill, to do bodily harm, or to intimidate was the determined motive. 


“Possible assaults”: incidents involving explosives in which the intent 
to kill, to do bodily harm, or to intimidate was determined to be a 
possible motive. 

“Non-fragging incidents”: incidents involving explosives in which the 
intent to kill, to do bodily harm, or to intimidate was determined not 


to be a motive. 


In 1969, there were 238 such reports, and upon review, ninety-six 
were categorized as actual assaults, thirty as possible assaults, and the 
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rest as non-fragging incidents.** However, these reports were not al- 
ways completed, and a review of military police desk blotters bears this 
out. For example, logs maintained by the 25th MP Battalion in 1969 
detail the following grenade incidents, none of which is included in the 
army’s official figures: 


13 January: At 0005 hours, person(s) unknown discharged two 
grenades. Staff Sergeant Harold R. Pruitt of B Company, 725th 
Maintenance Battalion suffered a minor shrapnel wound of the right 


upper arm. 


23 March: At 2030 hours, Master Sergeant Maurice A. Wilson, 25th 
Administration Company, notified this office that person(s) unknown 


had tied an incendiary grenade to his bedpost. 


5 April: At approximately 0445 hours, person(s) unknown exploded 
what is believed to be a fragmentation grenade. Investigation revealed 
that the grenade exploded between the sand bag wall and the 
building in which Sergeant First Class Fred Powell, 341st Assault 
Helicopter Detachment, was sleeping. Powell received minor 
lacerations of the head. 


13 April: At approximately 0045 hours, a grenade exploded between 
the commanding officer’s quarters and the battalion staff officers’ 
quarters of HQ & Company A, 725th Maintenance Battalion. 


6 June: At approximately 0005 hours, person(s) unknown discharged 
a star cluster into the first sergeant’s hooch, 372d Radio Relay 
Company, Cu Chi Base Camp. 


19 June: At approximately 2300 hours, person(s) unknown threw an 
M26 fragmentation hand grenade toward First Lieutenant Hughes C. 
McClees (25th Supply & Transportation Battalion) who was standing 
outside his billets at Camp Ranier. 


31 July: Between 2230 hours 30 July and 0330 hours, person(s) 
unknown armed and aimed an anti-personnel mine at First Lieutenant 
Frederick G. Irtz’s quarters (HHC, 25th Aviation Battalion). 


28 August: At approximately 2115 hours, a hand grenade was thrown 
at NCO Hooch #2, Company E, 725th Maintenance Battalion. 
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13 November: At 2230 hours, person(s) unknown threw a gas 
grenade into the NCO hooch, HHC Commandant. 


22 December: At approximately 2255 hours, Staff Sergeant Paco B. 
Cook found an M67 fragmentation grenade under the pillow on his 
bunk (HHC, 1st Battalion, 5th Infantry). 


Desk blotters generated by the lst Infantry and 101st Airborne divi- 
sions also reveal significant inconsistencies with the official figures.** 
An army press release admitted, “Fragging statistic[s] represent reported 
incidents” (emphasis in original).® Unfortunately, many Vietnam-era 
desk blotters did not survive the war, so a complete survey is impossi- 
ble. But even if the documentation were available, it would still not tell 
the entire story. An official inquiry conducted in the 1st Cavalry Divi- 
sion revealed that of the six fragging incidents that occurred in the lst 
Battalion, 7th Cavalry, in 1969, only four were logged in the military 
police desk blotter,®° and of these only one found its way into the army’s 
fragging statistics.®’ There were even a handful of cases in which S.LR.s 
were completed but the incidents were not included in the official fig- 
ures, this probably due to clerical oversight. 

Fraggings continued to increase in frequency as the war dragged 
on. In spite of the fact that U.S. troop strength sank below the 350,000 
mark, 1970 saw the number of grenade incidents in the army double 
those of the previous year. Two hundred nine actual assaults were tal- 
lied, including six on 21 April alone, and sixty-two others were listed 
as possible assaults.°° Twenty-seven Americans and eight Vietnamese 
died, although only seventeen of the Gls were victims of intentional 
homicide.®? Four soldiers managed to frag and kill themselves during 
apparent attempts to assault others. In one such case, a simmering ra- 
cial dispute at Camp Enari led Specialist Four James E. Cooley of the 
4th Infantry Division to frag a unit laundry room in which several 
white soldiers were sleeping. As he was attempting to force the grenade 
into the building, it exploded in his face, killing him instantly.”° As had 
been the case during 1969, most of the 1970 incidents occurred in sup- 
port units that did not frequent the battlefield; a murder was even re- 
corded in the 38th Base Post Office at Long Binh.” Fragging was also 
on the rise in the Marine Corps, where nearly fifty incidents occurred 
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within the lst Division alone. In all, four leathernecks lost their lives.” 
Fragging in the lst Division was so serious that the assistant division 
commander felt it necessary during orientation briefings to warn newly 
arriving officers of the threat.” 


Fragging and the News Media 


Although stories of individual fragging incidents accompanied return- 
ing servicemen to the United States, the topic received scant attention 
from the press until late 1969. It was then that a recently discharged 
marine, Sergeant Robert J. Parkinson, contacted a hometown California 
newspaper and related an account of an attempt made against his life in 
Vietnam.”* His story resulted in “the receipt of numerous inquiries” by 
Marine Corps authorities, including one from U.S. Representative Barry 
Goldwater, Jr.°° Parkinson later reiterated his story while testifying be- 
fore a Senate subcommittee hearing on drug abuse, telling legislators 
how his efforts to curb marijuana use in his supply unit made him “a 
very much hated man by [his] troops” and the target of an attempted 
fragging.°° The Judge Advocate Division of the Marine Corps subse- 
quently investigated Parkinson’s statements, and its resulting “point 
paper” corroborated nearly all of his testimony. Efforts at prosecuting 
Parkinson’s assailant were less successful.”” 

Sergeant Parkinson’s revelations were only the beginning. A partic- 
ularly bloody grenade incident in a marine maintenance battalion in 
February 1970 was the subject of two New York Times articles,** and the 
definition and practice of fragging were mentioned that October in an 
issue of Life.” By the end of 1970, journalists could see that the attacks 
were no longer isolated occurrences, and this prompted an Associated 
Press inquiry to army officials in Saigon. In response, the USARV In- 
formation Office prepared a statement on the subject that outlined par- 
ticular aspects of the plague and offered analysis of the incidents 
themselves. It revealed that the army had been keeping statistics on 
fragging since July 1970, that few injuries had been recorded but that 
even fewer apprehensions had been made, and that fraggings in Viet- 
nam were averaging about twenty per month.'° Queries from UPI and 
CBS soon followed. 
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The first journalism to reveal the full extent of the fragging phe- 
nomenon was an Associated Press article published in newspapers na- 
tionwide on 7 and 8 January 1971. Running under such dramatic titles 
as “Tense Gls Carry Vendettas to Explosive, Fatal End” and “GI Bomb 
Attacks on Officers Increase,” the piece told the story of a senior NCO 
who narrowly avoided injury when his men tried to kill him with a 
five-pound bomb.'*! Newsweek raised the subject again a few days later, 
and an editorial titled “Fragging and Bragging” appeared in the Chicago 
Sun-Times on the twelfth. Reporters also heard of fragging as they cov- 
ered the Vietnam Veterans Against the War, an organization formed by 
ex-servicemen who had turned against the conflict, when it convened 
its Winter Soldier Investigation in Detroit in late January. The event as- 
sumed the form of moderated hearings in which veterans provided tes- 
timony regarding their experiences in Vietnam. While most of their 
accounts centered on alleged abuses committed against Vietnamese na- 
tionals, several grenade cases were mentioned. The now famous article 
“The Collapse of the Armed Forces” by retired Marine Colonel Robert 
D. Heinl, Jr., which appeared in Armed Forces Journal several months 
later, was particularly damning and caught the eye of more than a few 
military leaders, primarily because of its author’s impressive service 
background. The piece has since been cited by numerous antiwar writ- 
ers as “proof” that the Vietnam-era military nearly disintegrated. 

By the time the first fragging articles began appearing in U.S. news- 
papers, relations between the military services and the media had sig- 
nificantly deteriorated. What became known as the “credibility gap,” 
the rift that emerged between the official information disseminated by 
the Department of Defense on one side and the reporters’ own observa- 
tions and sources on the other, dated back to the early 1960s. Many 
journalists believed that the military’s information offices were provid- 
ing them with a falsified picture of the war that did not reflect the real- 
ities they saw in the field. Military leaders, on the other hand, charged 
that certain journalists’ personal opposition to the war was finding its 
way into their reporting, leading them to concentrate on the bad news 
“to the exclusion of all other events which might present a balanced 
picture” of the conflict. As they saw it, the fraggers, drug users, and 
racial militants grabbed headlines while those soldiers who quietly did 
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their jobs and stayed out of trouble were ignored. “The media may well 
create the monster rather than describe it,” one general argued.’ Ac- 
cordingly, their responses to press queries regarding morale and disci- 
pline were often grudging.’ This was no better illustrated than when 
army officials learned that CBS reporter Morley Safer planned to visit 
South Vietnam in early 1971 to do a story on Vietnamization. Ever 
since his controversial report regarding the marine assault on Cam Ne 
in 1965, senior officials had had their suspicions about the Canadian- 
born Safer; one complained that the journalist possessed “a strong anti- 
military bias.”!* On the eve of his visit, a memorandum was circulated 
warning that Safer was coming and “was planning a feature on ‘frag- 
ging’ incidents among American G.I.s.” When the press learned of the 
memo and began reporting on it, MACV sheepishly took “corrective 
action” in the matter by reemphasizing its commitment to good rela- 
tions with the press and apologizing to CBS.’ 

The first in-depth journalistic analysis of fragging was written by 
reporter Eugene Linden, who journeyed to Vietnam and visited several 
army units plagued by the assaults. Linden spoke with army lawyers 
and counselors on the subject and even interviewed convicted fragger 
Vance D. Thompson, whose court-martial had just ended.'*° The re- 
porter published his findings in a January 1972 Saturday Review cover 
story that “generated extensive national interest.” His insights were so 
esteemed in official circles that the article was circulated among the 
USARV command group, and an investigator from the House Internal 
Security Committee sought him out for an interview during a probe of 
alleged subversion of the armed forces.” 

Much of the period journalism involving fragging followed the same 
basic line. Reporters usually began their pieces with definitions of the 
term “fragging” or graphic accounts of particular incidents. These were 
followed by army statistics concerning the frequency of the incidents 
and command reaction to them. Many of the articles then pointed to 
fragging and other disciplinary problems plaguing the services and 
concluded with predictions of an even gloomier future for the military 
in Vietnam. Overall, however, the mainstream press coverage provided 
by the major news outlets was generally accurate; indeed, the fragging 
phenomenon was certainly news, as it was unprecedented in the history 


The Fragging Phenomenon ou 


of American arms, produced a considerable number of casualties, and 
posed a significant command concern.'* The correspondents used 
military sources almost exclusively when preparing their articles and 
could usually find officials willing to provide them with commentary 
on the subject. 

The early months of 1971 saw the fragging phenomenon reach its 
crescendo. It peaked in March, when twenty-six actual and nine pos- 
sible assaults were counted.!°° News of fragging had been widely re- 
ported in the United States by this time and the military was well aware 
of the problem, but March was so bad that even the brass outside Viet- 
nam complained."”° It was at this time that one particularly gruesome 
incident was brought to the attention of an influential legislator at 
home. This story, which stretched from the steamy jungles of Vietnam 
to rural Montana and eventually on to the halls of Congress, is deserv- 
ing of closer scrutiny. 


Enter Senator Mike Mansfield 


During the early morning hours of 15 March 1971, a disgruntled sol- 
dier of the 1st Cavalry Division lobbed a fragmentation grenade into an 
officer billet at Bien Hoa Army Base. Lieutenants Thomas A. Dellwo 
and Richard E. Harlan were killed in the explosion and a third officer 
was injured. Dellwo’s distraught parents were so incensed by their son’s 
death that they informed their senator of the incident, and it just so 
happened that this legislator was Senate Majority Leader Mike Mans- 
field, one of Washington’s most influential power brokers and a stern 
opponent of American involvement in Vietnam. 

Michael Joseph “Mike” Mansfield dedicated most of his adult life to 
government service. Born in 1903, he left his Montana home at age 
fourteen to join the navy during the First World War. He went on to 
serve in both the army and the Marine Corps in what was surely one of 
the most unusual military careers in American history (he enlisted in 
every branch of the service that existed at that time). After returning 
home, Mansfield studied history at the University of Montana and 
eventually secured a teaching position there, focusing his attention on 
Far East studies. Elected to Congress in 1942 and to the Senate a 
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decade later, he became known for his low-key, bipartisan approach to 
foreign affairs. Initially a fervent supporter of Ngo Dinh Diem and his 
fledgling Republic of Vietnam, Mansfield gradually came to oppose 
U.S. involvement in Southeast Asia, and by the early 1960s he num- 
bered among the war’s first congressional foes. While continuing to 
publicly support Presidents Kennedy and Johnson and their Vietnam 
policies, he privately engaged in myriad attempts aimed at preventing 
the conflict’s escalation. Though it was Kennedy who had appointed 
Mansfield majority leader and Johnson who served as a mentor to him 
during their years in the Senate, both presidents consistently rejected 
his views on the war; Johnson disparagingly referred to one of the many 
memoranda on the subject that he received from the Montanan as 
“milquetoast.”!!! Mansfield supported President Nixon’s plan for Viet- 
namization in 1969 but eventually soured on the idea and broke with 
Nixon after the controversial April 1970 invasion of Cambodia. The 
senator then engaged in frequent public criticism of the administra- 
tion’s policies in the region and leveled threats of congressional budget 
cuts in order to end the war.” 

On 20 April 1971, Mansfield and fellow Montanan Lee Metcalf 
opened the Senate’s daily business with harrowing accounts of Lieu- 
tenant Dellwo’s death and revealed recently tabulated army fragging 
statistics. “What failure of order within our armed forces, may I ask 
first of all,” a shaken Mansfield said, “has produced the kind of atmo- 
sphere that resulted last year alone in 209 ‘fraggings’? Even more im- 
portant: What has caused this rather widespread and total disregard 
for human life and limb among our American soldiers? And what can 
be done about it?” He also took the opportunity to reiterate his desire for 
an end to the war and the draft while eulogizing his fallen constituent: 


In every respect, this young Montanan had every right and every rea- 
son to live. Like many other young men today, he volunteered for ser- 
vice in Southeast Asia to carry on a war, not of his making or choice, 
but prosecuted pursuant to policies formed and implemented here in 
Washington. 

Right now, my thoughts and deepest sympathy go out to a young 


widow and to a family back in Montana. Nothing can rectify their loss, 
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or the nation’s. How inadequate is it to say we hope his assassin is ap- 
prehended, convicted, and receives just punishment for this craven act 
of violence? I have great faith in the system of military justice, but jus- 
tice is very little compensation to the loved ones he leaves behind. 

I received a copy of a letter which [Mrs. Dellwo’s] son had written 
to her. It is a most eloquent letter but I shall not read it to the Senate 
because I consider it confidential. Her closing sentence contains the 
expression “May God have mercy.” I can think of no better explanation 


at this time; nor one more appropriate to this entire matter. 
Senator Metcalf followed: 


This young Montanan, this soldier, was one of my nominees for West 
Point. He was anxious to serve his country. He was president of his 
church group and finished high school as president of the student 
body. When he was sent to West Point, he again attained popularity 
among his classmates. ... He graduated from the Military Academy 
near the top of his class, served on the honor committee, and com- 
pleted ranger training. . .. He was a talented musician, a boy who, had 
he been allowed to return to Montana, would have achieved an eminent 
career and would have been an outstanding citizen of this country. 

Yet, in a senseless and insane moment, he was killed by a haphaz- 
ard and random demonstration of an enlisted man who threw a hand 
grenade into an officers’ barracks. I am certain, from going over the 
record and over his attainments and his achievements as an officer, 
that the hand grenade was not directed at this young man. It was just 
an insane and senseless gesture on the part of some young enlisted 
man who resented the activities of the officers who were in his com- 
mand. This young Montanan was an outstanding officer, one of the 
finest officers of his grade and rank in the army. 

The death of this boy is attributable to all of us. This insane and 
senseless action of one soldier in Vietnam is just a part of an insane and 
senseless war that should be brought to an end immediately. It is a 
cancer that is growing in the heart of America, and activities such as 
fraggings are only symptoms of what is going to continue if we do not 


get out of our involvement in Southeast Asia. 
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My heart goes out to the parents and to the wife of this very tal- 
ented and able young man. We in the United States have lost the abili- 
ties of a fine, patriotic boy, but we are losing more than that in 
continuing this crazy action in Vietnam. We are losing the confidence 
of the American people. We are going to have a continuation of the in- 
volvement of these symptoms of senseless activity because we are per- 
petuating and continuing a senseless war. 

So all I can say to the family of this fine boy is that they have my 
heartfelt sympathy. He died just as surely for his country had he died 
in a helicopter crash or receiving gunfire from the Viet Cong. 

I say to my colleagues in the Senate: Let this be the beginning of 
the end of our involvement in Southeast Asia so that these things will 


not occur again. 
Republican Charles Mathias of Maryland added: 


I take these few moments to express my very deep, personal sympathy 
to the family of this young officer who has died so tragically, and also 
to the families of all the other servicemen who have died in similar 
incidents in Vietnam—all too many of them. 

Mr. President, I would suggest that today the distinguished major- 
ity leader has, in a sense, made history because, for the first time to my 
knowledge, he has surfaced the word “fragging” on the Senate floor. 

In every war a new vocabulary springs up. They are often words 
that are happy, words that are fun. I remember during World War II 
that “qidunk” became the word for ice cream and “gizmo” became the 
universal word for any kind of new gadget we did not quite under- 
stand. But in all the lexicon of war there has never been a more tragic 
word than “fragging.” It implies total failure of discipline and the de- 
pression of morale, the complete sense of frustration and confusion, 
and the loss of goals and hope itself. I join the distinguished major- 
ity leader in his resolve and determination to see this evil, and all 
other evils that blight the spirit of man that have sprung from the mi- 
asmic swamps and bogs of Vietnam, be terminated with an end to this 
tragic war. 
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Senator Mansfield’s closing remarks on the subject were as poignant 
as those ever spoken by any legislator: 


So many things have arisen out of Vietnam that bode ill for the Ameri- 
can people and have from the beginning—‘fragging,” corruption, 
drugs, disease, casualties—now well beyond the 350,000 mark; not to 
mention the loss of treasure, which could be better spent in facing up 
to the problems of our people at home. 

An ill-starred adventure if there has ever been one—a most tragic 
and mistaken war. So many good, young men losing their lives, lives 
which could have been a credit to their nation for years and decades to 
come, lives which we can ill-afford to lose, and capabilities and careers 
which would have done much to map out the future of this country 
and help it to continue to be the great nation it should be and will be— 
God willing—with the passage of time.'? 


Despite their moving words, the lawmakers could do little but con- 
tinue to urge that the ongoing U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam be com- 
pleted as quickly as possible. As for the Dellwo case, twenty-two-year-old 
Private Billy Dean Smith was swiftly apprehended and charged with 
murdering the two young officers. Just as Senator Metcalf hypothesized, 
the authorities determined that Dellwo and Harlan were not the killer’s 
intended victims; the actual targets, they believed, were the battery 
commander, Captain Randall L. Rigby, who had recommended Smith 
for an administrative discharge, and the battery first sergeant.'’* It was 
the fragger’s apparent unfamiliarity with the officers’ sleeping arrange- 
ments that cost the lieutenants their lives. 

Due to the severity of the charges and Senator Mansfield’s interest 
in the case, journalists from across the United States and even Europe 
covered Smith’s court-martial.’’? Members of the antiwar movement 
also got involved and did what they could to assist in his defense. After 
the trial venue was moved from Vietnam to Fort Ord, California, sym- 
pathizers formed the Billy Dean Smith Defense Committee and several 
notable antiwar personalities made public appearances for him, includ- 
ing black activist Angela Davis and members of the Vietnam Veterans 
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Against the War.''® Prominent Los Angeles attorney Luke McKissack 
volunteered pro bono legal representation. When the defense found it- 
self short of funds, Hollywood actor Burt Lancaster came forward and 
donated $3,000.!” Unsurprisingly, Smith’s supporters proved to be 
anything but shy when it came to discussing their cause with the press; 
among other things, they accused the army of racism and rank privi- 
lege in its handling of the case. They pointed to the fact that while Pri- 
vate Smith, who was black, spent his pretrial confinement in a cramped 
prison cell, First Lieutenant William L. Calley, Jr., a white officer who 
had been convicted of murder in the My Lai case, received special per- 
mission from President Nixon to live in his private officer quarters both 
before his trial and after his conviction, pending appellate review."® 
Smith’s trial finally convened in September 1972. Prosecutors were 
determined to seek the death penalty in the case, arguing for its inclu- 
sion even after the Supreme Court’s recent Furman v. Georgia decision, 
but the military judge rejected this possibility. The government's case 
against Smith was entirely circumstantial: it centered on several wit- 
nesses who claimed to have heard the accused threaten Captain Rigby 
and the first sergeant, and later say that he “didn’t mean to kill the two 
lieutenants,” as well as a grenade pin that was found in his pocket 
shortly after the incident occurred. Tool marks scratched into the pin, 
the army alleged, matched those found on the grenade’s safety lever, 
which had survived the explosion and was found at the crime scene. 
The defense countered that a number of the prosecution’s witnesses 
were unreliable and that CID agents had limited their investigation to 
Smith while ignoring other potential suspects. The grenade pin, Mc- 
Kissack argued, had been planted on his client by investigators. For a 
time, the trial was dominated by the testimony of dueling tool mark 
experts, each offering differing opinions on whether or not the pin 
could be proven to be that of the grenade used to kill the two officers. 
The trial dragged on for weeks before finally concluding in mid- 
November. In the end, Smith was acquitted of the two murders. Even 
his conviction of the relatively minor charge of assaulting a military 
policeman was subsequently overturned on appeal. He was immedi- 
ately released from the Fort Ord stockade, having spent nearly two 
years in pretrial confinement.''? Following his discharge, Smith re- 
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turned to his native Los Angeles, where he was arrested a number of 
times over the years and earned separate convictions in 1996 and 2004 
that would hardly have surprised the army; the charge both times: as- 
sault with a deadly weapon. 


The early months of 1971 saw the Marine Corps preparing to leave 
Vietnam. By the end of June, the marines were gone, having turned 
over their tactical responsibilities to the army and South Vietnamese 
troops. Five fraggings are known to have occurred in marine units in 
1971, resulting in at least one injury.'*° One of these assaults took place 
in the 1st Division within a week of its departure in mid-April. 

Although army strength in Vietnam dropped to fewer than 200,000 
men by year’s end, an unprecedented 222 actual assaults took place in 
1971, while an additional 111 were listed as possible assaults. Seven 
Americans and five Vietnamese were killed in these incidents, although 
only four of the Americans, three officers and an enlisted man, were 
victims of intentional homicide. This low number of fatalities suggests 
a sort of change in the nature of the phenomenon. One general re- 
ported that “even though the numbers [of fraggings] have gone up, the 
actual number of deaths and injuries [has] gone down in proportion. 
There is a pattern that would indicate to me many are more in terms of 
intimidation.”!” Military police blotters reveal incidents of Gls leaving 
ordnance in or near the living areas of their adversaries with affixed 
written threats exhorting them to change their behavior. One such 
note, found attached to a Claymore mine, read, “There is more where 
this came from. Keep your shit up lifer and find out.”!”* Staff Sergeant 
Dick T. Price of the 37th Signal Battalion found a trip flare on his bunk 
inscribed with the words, “Price, the next one won't be so simple.” An- 
other sergeant discovered one signed, “From Black America. [Youre] 
shorter than you think.”!”? 

Despite the significant decrease in fatalities, however, fragging con- 
tinued to plague the army in Vietnam. During 1972, twenty-eight ac- 
tual assaults and thirty-one possible assaults were noted. Three deaths 
were counted, two Gls and one Vietnamese, but investigation revealed 
only one of the Americans to be a victim of an intentional homicide. 
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This was First Sergeant Johnny C. Martin of F Troop, 4th Cavalry, who 
was murdered with a Claymore mine on 11 May. Private Claude B. 
Johnson was sentenced to life imprisonment for the crime, but after 
serving five years in confinement, he won a new trial on appeal and 
eventually saw the murder charged dismissed, as several prosecution 
witnesses were no longer available to testify. He was immediately re- 
leased from the Leavenworth stockade and admitted to a Veterans Ad- 
ministration hospital to continue psychiatric treatment he had been 
receiving in prison.’ 

Nearly all of the 1972 grenade incidents took place during the first 
half of the year. Indeed, the fragging statistics from January through 
May looked little different from those of the previous three years. With 
the departure of the last remaining large ground combat units, how- 
ever, the incidents finally came to an end. There were no actual assaults 
observed during June or July and only one occurred in August. No fig- 
ures are available for September and October, but while November is 
known to have sustained one actual assault, December boasted no inci- 
dents at all.’?° 

The last recorded fragging incident that occurred in Vietnam took 
place on 5 February 1973 at Camp Holloway, when Specialist Four 
Roger R. Crout and Private First Class Carl K. Fraine of the 57th Avia- 
tion Company detonated a fragmentation grenade near a billet where 
two of the unit’s cooks were sleeping. Both victims sustained minor 
injuries and investigators quickly arrested the malefactors. Crout and 
Fraine admitted the act but denied any malicious intent, claiming that 
they “threw the grenade in the air just to see it explode, without in- 
tending to injure anyone or to destroy any property.” The authorities 
chose to believe them, for charges against Fraine were dropped when it 
was learned that he had attempted to talk Crout out of tossing the gre- 
nade, and Crout, who was convicted by special court-martial, was only 
fined $400.'° 

When Specialist Crout’s court-martial adjourned in mid-February, 
America’s involvement in Vietnam had all but ended. The last U.S. 
troops departed in March in accordance with the Paris peace accords 
and the South Vietnamese were left to go it alone. The ARVN toed the 
line at first but Hanoi’s 1975 spring offensive ultimately proved to be 
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too much for them. Communist forces rolled into Saigon and overcame 
the last South Vietnamese resistance on 30 April. The Second Indo- 
china War was over. 


During the war's early years, what became known as fragging was prac- 
tically unknown in the U.S. military. Those few incidents that did occur 
were exceptional events so rare that they did not warrant command- 
level preventative action. By late 1968, however, the situation had changed, 
and fraggings began to take place in alarming numbers. Even as units 
rotated home and casualties decreased, the number of incidents contin- 
ued to rise. This was due to the troops’ increasing frustration that they 
were still in Vietnam so long after the withdrawal began. Fragging 
peaked in March 1971, exactly three years after President Johnson 
made his television address in which he spoke of “peace in Vietnam.” 
In fact, many of the 1971 fraggers were still in high school when LBJ 
spoke these words, and some of the young enlisted men who were in 
Vietnam during the final months of the U.S. involvement were barely 
teenagers at the time. 

Another remarkable aspect of the fragging phenomenon was that as 
Vietnamization wore on and incidents increased in frequency, the 
number of fragging deaths actually decreased. In 1971, for example, 
the number of actual assaults surpassed those of the previous two 
years, yet the number of fatalities fell to less than half of their respec- 
tive 1969 and 1970 numbers. The theory that more of the later inci- 
dents were meant to intimidate rather than to kill seems to be the best 
explanation for this incongruity. The fact that so many of the earlier 
cases resulted in deaths or injuries was enough to convince leaders that 
the fraggers meant business, and this in turn further encouraged those 
enlisted men who were at odds with their superiors to use the threat of 
fragging as a bargaining chip to renegotiate the power structure within 
their units. Some even found that they could make their points with 
nonlethal smoke or chemical grenades. Tragically, those who persisted 
in using fragmentation grenades or deadly Claymore mines to do the 
job often missed their intended targets and struck innocent bystanders 
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with their ordnance. Of the four 1971 fragging fatalities, three of the 
victims were believed to have been uninvolved in the disputes that led 
to the assaults, while insufficient information was available for investi- 
gators to make a judgment regarding the circumstances of the fourth.'” 

Although fragging incidents began to occur in significant numbers 
during the last half of 1968, it was not until early 1971 that the news 
media began reporting at length on the problem. The coverage may 
have seemed sensational to some but the articles that appeared gener- 
ally had the facts right and described a personnel issue that was of 
significant concern and to which there was no end in sight. The mili- 
tary was surely loath to see its morale and discipline problems made 
public, particularly by the news media it had come to distrust. Blame 
for such issues as drug abuse and racial tension could be easily laid 
upon civil society as a whole, as it too was grappling with these prob- 
lems, but no convenient explanations were forthcoming in the case of 
the fragging phenomenon. The Nixon administration was probably 
even less desirous of media scrutiny in this area, for international at- 
tention on the army’s woes could only harm the U.S. negotiating posi- 
tion as peace talks with the North Vietnamese were conducted in Paris. 
But the fraggers were undeterred by these developments and continued 
to ply their deadly trade. 

Of the several hundred fragging incidents that occurred in Viet- 
nam, the 1971 double murder of Lieutenants Dellwo and Harlan at- 
tracted the most attention. Its gruesome nature, Senator Mansfield’s 
public interest in the case, activist support for defendant Billy Dean 
Smith, and the subsequent court-martial all contributed to its notori- 
ety. The case possessed pointed reminders of what went wrong in Viet- 
nam: the unpopular draft, drug use, the racial aspect, and the authority 
crisis. The judge’s decision to grant a rare venue change resulted in a 
stateside trial that served to illuminate the rift that Vietnam created in 
American society. As Smith’s young supporters voiced criticisms of 
everything military to the press, the rest of the nation could only look 
on in horror at what the war had done to its armed forces. 


CHAPTER THREE 


Motives for Madness 


all caused the fragging phenomenon? Why did it occur in Viet- 
nam and not during America’s other wars? The answers lie in the 
changes that took place within what sociologist Charles C. Moskos, Jr., 
called the “enlisted culture” of the U.S. military.! These changes were 
reflections of both the armed forces and the civil society from which 
they emerged, as well as the particular conditions and attitudes preva- 
lent in Vietnam during the later years of the war. 

To begin with, “enlisted culture” is a reference to the primary group 
dynamic that is generated by the enlisted personnel within every unit in 
the military. It encompasses their backgrounds and societal influences as 
well as their interaction with each other, their military superiors, and 
their environment. Officers and career NCOs are normally excluded 
from this circle, as its membership is limited to those bonded by a com- 
mon vantage point of shared organizational status and experience. In the 
U.S. military, the group is traditionally composed of males in their late 
teens or early twenties from working-class families, although the induc- 
tion of large numbers of older draftees from other social strata during 
major wars has served to alter its composition. The enlisted culture is in 
a perpetual state of flux as its membership constantly changes. Veteran 
troops, who usually serve as the group’s opinion leaders, leave the unit 
and are replaced by new men who bring with them the latest societal 
influences and opinions. In time, they too are internalized and incor- 
porated into the group. Environmental changes at the policy level (such 
as escalation or de-escalation in the case of Vietnam) and the local level 
(transfers of certain superiors, changes in a unit's immediate mission or 
location, etc.) also weigh heavily in influencing the enlisted culture. 

While the individual soldier maintains personal consciousness, the 
influence of the enlisted culture upon the soldier's social personality is 
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significant. Each seeks to be accepted by peers and this desire helps to 
shape the soldier’s attitudes and actions. Indeed, research on fighting 
men from World War II through Vietnam indicates that one of the pri- 
mary influences and motivators is the peer group.* Several congress- 
men who toured U.S. military installations in Vietnam found that “peer 
group pressure ‘to be one of the boys’ was strong. The young man, 
seeking to establish his own identity, looks to join a group in which he 
will get approval and support.” 

To most first-term enlistees and draftees, military service has proven 
to be unpopular. Traditionally, at least four of every five servicemen 
choose to leave the forces upon completion of their first enlistments. 
The reasons for their departures vary, though studies have found that 
the two strongest factors are the monotony of military life and resent- 
ment of the sweeping authority afforded to their superiors. While these 
factors have always generated cynicism within the ranks, the general 
sense of mission usually overrides them, and the military has been able 
to exercise sufficient social control among its junior members to allow 
the services to operate effectively. This was true during the world wars, 
Korea, and the Cold War as it progressed into the 1960s. 

As we have seen, however, several factors combined to drastically 
change the Vietnam-era enlisted culture. Chronic personnel shortages 
forced the military to increase draft calls to fill the ranks. Changes in 
the Selective Service System in the spring of 1968 eliminated many of 
the deferments that students had used to avoid induction, and thus 
many post-Tet conscripts possessed college or even postgraduate de- 
grees. These men tended to dislike military service as well as the war in 
Vietnam, and their often outspoken disapproval of both adversely af- 
fected the enlisted culture. Sociologist Kurt Lang wrote: 


Open criticism of the war [was] more concentrated among the edu- 
cated. This same characteristic makes them less prone to commit a 
disciplinary offense. Nevertheless, their presence in large numbers can 
serve as a catalyst for the delinquency of others, who depend on firm 
authority to keep their own dispositions in check. Some such phenom- 
enon was observed with the influx [of a large number of draftees] dur- 
ing the Korean War. Not only were these men better educated but they 
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were also more negative toward the military than were regular army 
personnel. Units with large numbers of draftees had higher delin- 
quency rates than units where the number was small, yet it was the 
regulars and not the draftees who committed most of the offenses. The 
inference is that derogatory attitudes toward the army, openly ex- 
pressed by many, changed the atmosphere sufficiently to trigger delin- 
quency by others who were previously well-behaved. 


In addition to changes in the draft, there was another personnel deci- 
sion that served to change the enlisted culture. In 1964, the President’s 
Task Force on Manpower Conservation published a study it had con- 
ducted of the nation’s male draft-age population. The task force found that 
35 percent of the men it studied would likely be rejected for induction into 
the armed forces owing to their failure to meet the military’s physical, 
mental, or moral standards. Indeed, the services rejected thousands of ap- 
plicants each year on the grounds that they had failed to score in the top 
three categories of the Armed Forces Qualification Test (AFQT). Secretary 
of Defense Robert S. McNamara believed that some of these men could 
perform adequate service if given the chance while gaining valuable job 
training and experience. In 1966, he instituted Project 100,000, which 
revised military entrance standards. It called on the armed forces to 
annually induct 100,000 volunteers and draftees who had scored in the 
fourth category of the AFQT and would previously have been disquali- 
fied for service. From the time the program was launched on 1 October 
1966 until its conclusion on 30 June 1971, Project 100,000 brought 
some 341,127 men into the military under its auspices.’ 

Although the Defense Department monitored the men’s progress 
and found that most of them performed satisfactorily, the uniformed 
services detested Project 100,000.° At a time when technology was 
playing an increasingly greater role in military affairs, the forced induc- 
tion of low-aptitude men into the ranks could hardly have been viewed 
in a favorable light. Though initial fears that the services would be com- 
pelled to turn away more-qualified applicants in order to meet their 
mandated accession quotas proved to be unfounded,’ a significant mi- 
nority of the “Category IV” personnel simply failed to make the grade. 
Statistics submitted by the army to a congressional subcommittee 
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indicated that Project 100,000 soldiers were convicted by court-martial 
at a rate of over twice that of other troops.® A local study conducted at 
the Qui Nhon Support Command found that its low-aptitude person- 
nel “seemed to have lower stress tolerance and a relative lack of the 
usual mechanisms for coping with stress.” These men were referred for 
psychiatric evaluation ten times as frequently as their higher-scoring 
peers and nearly twice as many were considered for administrative dis- 
charges.° These shortcomings would have been tolerable at a time when 
the military was not subjected to the great internal and external stresses 
it faced during the Vietnam era, but during the 1969-1972 time frame, 
Project 100,000 had the effect, as one officer put it, of tossing water on 
a drowning man.!° 

As Vietnamization began, the war lost its sense of purpose in the 
eyes of young enlisted men. At the same time, the strains that the long 
conflict placed on the military’s officer and NCO corps enabled societal 
problems such as racial tension, illegal drug use, and the authority cri- 
sis to take on more prominent positions within the ranks. Without any 
common purpose to unite them, relations between the leadership corps 
and the enlisted ranks deteriorated, and a clear fracture divided the 
troops into two camps. On one side stood the enlisted men, who had 
grown up in a changing America and took a more questioning view of 
both the war and the imbalance of power found within the military 
hierarchy. The other group consisted of the command structure, which 
consisted of men who for the most part belonged to an older generation 
and had served for several years or more. Although many career sol- 
diers eventually became pessimistic about the conduct of the war, they 
still saw duty in Vietnam as the army, where institutional standards and 
values were to be upheld and orders obeyed. This generated consider- 
able resentment among the enlisted men, who felt that by serving in 
Vietnam at all during the withdrawal was sacrifice enough. When the 
enforcement of “unnecessary” or “stateside”-type regulations was deter- 
mined to be overzealous, their usual griping about superiors escalated 
to threats of physical violence. As one psychiatrist concluded, “The 
prevalence and openness with which the assault of superiors was dis- 
cussed by the troops provided an atmosphere that approached positive 
sanction for such actions.”!! 
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It was within this hostile environment that emotionally unbalanced 
or immature individuals began acting out what more stable men re- 
solved with loose talk. In his article “Fragging and Other Withdrawal 
Symptoms,” Eugene Linden described a fragging incident in which 
“murder was not in [Private First Class Thompson's] heart, it was in the 
air. [He] is a passive man, easily impressed by the impulses of others.””? 
After examining a fragger on trial for murder, a psychiatrist testified, 
“Depending on which way the wind was blowing was the way that [the 
accused] went.”’’ A military defense counsel who represented another sus- 
pect described his client as a “follower” who was “of small stature, quiet 
and soft-spoken, and not assertlive] in any manner.” A well-documented 
fragging in the lst Marine Aircraft Wing that supports this thesis is the 
case of Private First Class Israel “Tony” Barrios. 

On 21 June 1969, Master Gunnery Sergeant Fred L. Schaper be- 
came embroiled in a dispute with Private Ronnie E. Jiminez in a unit 
mess hall. Schaper, the mess sergeant, placed Jiminez on report and 
later testified at his court-martial, which resulted in the private’s con- 
viction and sentence to a brief stint in the brig. As he prepared to leave 
his unit, Jiminez confided his anger to his friend Tony Barrios, as a wit- 
ness later testified: 


I was in the hooch when Jiminez, Barrios, and one or two other per- 
sons entered.... All of them appeared to be “high” on something. 
They began talking about an incident [in which] Jiminez had been 
thrown out of the mess hall by . . . the mess sergeant. Jiminez was say- 
ing that he hated that man and wanted to “get rid of him,” and Barrios 
was repeating the words “Yeah, man” in response. Jiminez then walked 
over to his wall [locker] and took a fragmentation grenade from the top 
shelf. He then walked over toward Barrios, waving the grenade in his 
hand and saying, “Tony, I want you to do that man a job, I want you to 
blow him away.” Barrios replied, “Yeah, man,” and reached out and ac- 


cepted the grenade from Jiminez. 


On the evening of 1 July, a fragmentation grenade detonated be- 
tween the mess hall and Sergeant Schaper’s living quarters. No casual- 
ties were reported but authorities were unable to identify any suspects. 
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The case went unsolved for months until investigators finally located a 
marine who had overheard the original conspiracy. Barrios, who by 
this time had completed his tour of duty and returned to the United 
States, was hauled back to Vietnam to face trial. During his court-martial, 
he expressed remorse for his actions, conceding that he threw the gre- 
nade out of “a sense of false loyalty” to Jiminez. Recognizing the nature 
of the offense, the court convicted him not of attempted murder but of 
the reduced charge of assault with a dangerous weapon and sentenced 
him to a bad-conduct discharge, forfeitures of pay, and two years’ hard 
labor. He was released in April 1971 after serving nearly nineteen 
months in confinement.” 

The Barrios case involved an impressionable young man who acted 
not out of malice but manipulation. Though he had been disciplined 
for minor infractions in the past, Barrios would probably have com- 
pleted his enlistment without fanfare had he not sought acceptance 
from a group of malcontented drug users whose violent tendencies set 
the stage for the crime that followed. The court-martial transcript tells 
the story: his friend Jiminez quarreled with the mess sergeant, con- 
ceived the idea for the fragging, and even supplied the grenade, yet it 
was Barrios who committed the crime. The situation must have posed 
something of a moral dilemma for him; he surely realized that the act 
was wrong, but his friend had handed him the grenade and told him 
what to do with it. One can almost hear him rationalizing, I have to do 
it otherwise they'll think I’m chicken. In the end, Jiminez’s more dominant 
personality narrowly prevailed. The result was the halfhearted fragging 
in which the grenade was thrown from a considerable distance toward 
the sergeant’s quarters and exploded harmlessly nearby. Ultimately, the 
only casualty in the affair was Barrios, who received a punitive dis- 
charge and spent almost two years in prison. 


The Perpetrators 


Fortunately for historians, the surviving documentary record of the 
Vietnam-era fragging phenomenon is considerable. Research in the hold- 
ings of various archives yields rich source material ranging from person- 
nel records to criminal investigation files and court-martial transcripts. 
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But can textual records be used to construct a functional historical- 
sociological profile of the perpetrators? It could be argued that a racial 
militant serving in a frontline infantry company bore little resemblance 
to a drug user assigned to a support unit in a relatively secure rear area. 
Was an offender who threw his grenade in 1968 comparable to some- 
one who committed a similar crime in 1972? The fact that some frag- 
gers were apprehended while others were not further serves to cloud 
the picture; one military psychiatrist believed that this aspect “proba- 
bly represents an important variable.”" 

In this study, I was able to identify fifty-four soldiers and seventeen 
marines, seventy-one men in all, who were convicted by military 
courts-martial of assaults with explosive devices against fellow ser- 
vicemen in Vietnam. Offenders who employed nonlethal smoke or 
chemical ordnance were omitted from the survey, as such cases did not 
constitute serious attempts to kill or maim. Those who targeted Viet- 
namese nationals were also excluded. In order to test the data obtained 
from the textual documentation, I balanced it with the findings of Dr. 
Thomas C. Bond’s clinical study, conducted at the Leavenworth stock- 
ade in 1972, of twenty-eight convicted fraggers. Finally, a rudimentary 
form of control was attained through comparisons with statistical data 
gleaned from a random sample of 470 army enlisted men who served in 
Vietnam in 1971, the year fragging reached its peak.'’ Although each 
individual fragging incident possessed its own unique set of personali- 
ties and environmental characteristics, | was able to assemble sufficient 
information to make some general observations about the perpetrators. 

One of the most consistent similarities among the offenders was 
their youth. With an overall average age of twenty, a tabulation of the 
convicted fraggers’ individual ages at the time they committed their of- 
fenses appears in Table 1 (page 68). 

How do these numbers compare with the U.S. military in Vietnam 
as a whole? Data gleaned from the control sample of 470 army enlisted 
men reveals that 85 percent of them were twenty-three years of age or 
below when they arrived in Southeast Asia. As a group, the convicted 
fraggers were younger still, as some 92 percent of them had yet to reach 
their twenty-fourth birthdays at the time they committed their offenses, 
which in most cases was at least several months into their Vietnam 
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Table 1 
Number of 
Age Offenders 
18 6 
19 18 
20 Poe, 
AM 1) 
aD 6 
23 2 
De 0 
25 2 
26 1 
27 1 
28 1 


tours. Youthful immaturity traditionally plays a significant role in 
breaches of military discipline and these percentages help to explain 
both the presence of so many young men among the fraggers as well as 
the high overall court-martial rates observed during the Vietnamiza- 
tion period.’® 

The racial/ethnic composition of the convicted fraggers was at con- 
siderable variance with that of the control sample. Of the seventy-one 
men in this study, 56 percent were white, 36 percent were black, and 8 
percent were Hispanic. The men in the control sample break down 
much differently, as 80 percent of them were white, 13 percent were 
black, 5 percent were Hispanic, 1 percent were Asian, and another 1 
percent described themselves as “other.”!” This suggests that white ser- 
vicemen were underrepresented among the fragging group, blacks 
overrepresented, and Hispanics relatively constant. Interestingly, the 
racial composition of the men in Bond’s study was somewhat different, 
as there were only four blacks among his cohort of twenty-eight army 
fraggers.*° This discrepancy can be attributed to two factors: first, a con- 
siderable number of minority offenders were observed among the ma- 
rines included in this study, and, second, there is the time variable. When 
Bond conducted his study in mid-1972, many fraggers had already 
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been released from confinement or transferred to the federal prison 
system. Nearly all of the soldiers convicted of fragging in 1971 and 
early 1972 were Caucasian and this provided a demographic different 
from those of earlier years when fewer Caucasians were convicted of 
the offense. 

Most of the convicted fraggers were the products of broken homes. 
Their family histories were often so disturbing that the troubling de- 
tails were offered in mitigation when the men faced military justice. 
One man’s alcoholic father had beaten him and his mother until the 
couple divorced. The father then remarried but soon murdered his new 
wife, a crime for which he was sent to prison. For the traumatized son, 
leaving school and joining the army were means of escape.?} Another 
man had been periodically shuttled between his divorced parents, his 
sister, a girlfriend’s family, and a Canadian farm. He had then been re- 
turned to his physically abusive father, who had undergone years of 
psychiatric treatment subsequent to his combat service in the Second 
World War.” A third was the youngest of seven children in a home that 
was “marked by extensive conflict.” His mother was an alcoholic who 
had attempted suicide several times and had once attacked her hus- 
band with a butcher knife. His parents eventually divorced and his fa- 
ther soon died.*? One soldier's parents had divorced when he was three, 
after which he had been adopted by his grandparents. At age fourteen, 
he had been sent to live with a relative in Alaska, then to Utah, and 
eventually back to his adopted parents in Florida, where he enlisted in 
the army at age seventeen, having completed only ten years of formal 
schooling.** The records also reveal that at least forty-nine of the con- 
victed fraggers, over two-thirds of the men in this survey, were high 
school dropouts. This does not compare favorably with the men in the 
control sample, 67 percent of whom graduated from high school.” 
Some had married but most were separated or divorced by the time 
they committed their offenses. 

Historical studies of military offenders indicate that they were often 
in trouble with civil authorities before entering the armed forces. One 
such study of World War II general prisoners found that 58.6 percent 
of them “were known to have had at least one civil arrest for either 
a felony or a misdemeanor.”° Of the fraggers profiled by Bond, the 
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percentage was nearly identical: 57 percent admitted to prior civil ar- 
rests.” Servicemen of every era are familiar with the lore of borderline 
individuals being recruited into the armed forces by the civil justice 
system, and a number of the fraggers seem to have entered the military 
under these circumstances.” Based on available data, however, the civil 
offenses in question seem to be of a relatively minor, nonviolent nature. 
Of the men surveyed here, one man had been arrested for car theft,” 
another was a gang member who had been convicted of burglary,*® and 
a third had been arrested for drug involvement.’ Two of these indi- 
viduals had been referred to authorities by their parents for ungovern- 
ability before joining the army. The fact that the men had only minor 
brushes with the law prior to their fragging convictions intimates that 
their violent behavior was controlled by an external element, namely 
Vietnam. After examining a fragger awaiting trial for murder, a psy- 
chiatrist wrote: 


The patient stated that he feels guilty only if he is caught doing some- 
thing. Therefore, the major control of his behavior comes from with- 
out, that is society, not from within the patient himself. In an 
environment like the United States, this patient is generally able to 
control his behavior. This is evidenced by the fact that in civilian life 
he has had only minimal contact with the law. However, in an environ- 
ment such as Vietnam, where combat is the order of the day, this par- 
ticular patient cannot as effectively utilize the traditional controls of 


society against violence, and thus becomes much more dangerous.* 


The “combat” atmosphere described in this case applies to the in- 
fantryman the psychiatrist examined, but what of the men serving in 
support units who never engaged the enemy yet committed similar 
crimes? Here again we must consider the changes in the enlisted cul- 
ture that occurred during the later years of the war, for they appeared 
in units throughout the military irrespective of their assigned missions. 

The military records | studied offer some data on the men’s intelli- 
gence, specifically the scores they achieved on the Armed Forces Qual- 
ification Test. On the general technical (GT) section of the exam, which 
was the rough equivalent of the civilian 1Q test, available scores on the 
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surveyed fraggers reveal an average earned mark of 95, denoting “aver- 
age” intelligence. Deviation in the scores is rather wide; they range from 
a low mark of 65 up to a lofty 143, which is higher than the scores at- 
tained by most servicemen, myself included. About one in six of the 
men placed in the Category IV range, which suggests (but does not 
definitively indicate) Project 100,000 affiliation. Unfortunately, the 
documentation used here does not specifically state if the men partook 
in the program. When Project 100,000 was first initiated, the army issued 
special service numbers to its “New Standards” men that identified 
them as participants in the program, but since the army discontinued 
the use of service numbers in mid-1969, identification is difficult, as 
many of the fraggers in this cohort entered the service after that time. 

According to the military's Manual for Courts-Martial, all accused 
were presumed “initially to be sane and to have been sane at the time of 
the alleged offense.” Those defendants whose mental states were in 
question received psychiatric evaluations from medical personnel. 
Shortly after his apprehension for murder and aggravated assault, Lance 
Corporal Gilberto Garcia attempted to jump out of a helicopter while 
en route to the Da Nang brig. Upon examination by a psychiatrist, he 
was found to be “dangerously psychotic.”*? No legal judgment was ever 
made in the case, however, as Garcia hanged himself while in pretrial 
confinement.** Ironically, had Garcia been judged unfit to stand trial, 
no disciplinary action would have been administered at all. In a 1969 
case, Specialist Four Leon Carter of the 4th Infantry Division walked 
up to his company commander, First Lieutenant Ronald L. Kielpikowski, 
and killed him with his M16 rifle. Carter was subsequently declared 
“not responsible for his actions” and simply discharged from the 
army. 

A remarkable fragging case involving the issue of the perpetrator’s 
mental state occurred in the lst Marine Division in February 1969. 
Claiming that an unknown voice had taken control of his mind, Lance 
Corporal John W. Thomas tossed two grenades into a tent where sev- 
eral marines were sleeping. In the ensuing blast, Corporal Brian L. 
Wells was killed and another man was injured. Although defense coun- 
sel raised the issue of Thomas's sanity at his court-martial, a different 
motive for the killing also came to light: 


Ue: 


oh 
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(Defense Counsel). Corporal Thomas, I direct your attention to 
the early morning of 15 February. Would you explain to the court 


what happened on that morning? 


. Iwas on my radio watch . . . and I was just watching the scope 


trying to—I don’t know, I was thinking about home; that’s mostly 
what I was thinking about. And a voice came in the back of my 
head and told me to go over and pick up a grenade and kill Wells. 
I walked over, I grabbed the grenade and I walked to the front of 
the tent. I pulled the pin and I stood there with the grenade in my 
right hand. I don’t know, it just told me to kill Wells and my hand 
started shaking. All of a sudden I popped out of it and I looked at 
myself and I didn’t know what to think. I thought it was kind of a 
joke or something, I don’t know. It just seemed real strange to me. 
I put the pin back in the grenade and I put it back in the box, then 
I walked back to the radar section. About a half hour later the 
same voice came back and told me to go and pick up two 
grenades. I went there; it told me to go directly to the tent, pull 
the pins, and throw them in the tent. It was just growing stronger, 
I can't explain it, it just kept getting louder and louder until I just 
lobbed them in. And the minute that they came out of my hands I 
realized what happened and I made a step into the door trying to 
figure out where they went. I knew they were going to explode so 
I turned around and made two or three steps and they blew up. I 
ran back inside. 


. How long has this voice been with you? 
. Ican’t remember how far back, sir. 
. There’s nothing you can do to prevent from happening what this 


voice tells you what to do? It’s supposed to happen? 


. No, sir. It just pops right out. 
. During this period of time when this voice was talking to you, was 


there any thought in your mind as to owing Corporal Wells any 
money? 


. No, sir. The only thought in my mind was just that voice repeating 


over and over, “Kill Wells.” 


. Was it your contention to kill Wells in order to get out of paying 


him the $800.00 [that you owed him]? 


Ore 
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No, sir. I believe it isn’t. 


. Going back to the discussion of the card game, you did in fact lose 


a great deal of money, is that correct? 


. Yes, sir. 


. (Trial Counsel). Did you know that Wells was inside the tent? 


Yes, Sir. 

Did the voice tell you [how to commit the crime]? 

It told me to pick up two grenades, sir. 

How did the voice know that two grenades were available? 
I don’t know, sir. 

Didn’t you in fact pick up one grenade the first time? 

Yes, sir. 

Why did you defy the voice the first time? 

I don't know, sir. I popped out of it. 


. Well, did the voice say, “Forget that last order?” 
. No sir, it didn’t. 
. But the voice never told you not to throw the grenade? 


I’m not a zombie, sir. The voice takes control of me. ’'m me but I’m 


really not. 


. When was the last time you were in communication with your 


voice? 


. [During] the leave just before I come over to the Nam, sir. It was 


just about two months or something like this. 


. What did the voice tell you to do at that time? 
. Go outside for a walk. | was watching some TV program that I was 


interested in and it just said, “Go outside for a walk.” 


. So, it’s a kind of thing, you're sitting watching [a] TV program and, 


“Self, I think I'll go out for a while.” So, you get up and go out? 


. It don’t say that, sir. It’s like a command. It tells me to, it don’t ask 


me to. 
Has the voice ever told you to kill anyone before? 


No, sir. This is the first time. 


Thomas’s story further unraveled when a witness testified that 
shortly before the murder he overheard Thomas say that if Wells were 
to be killed, then he, Thomas, would not have repay him the debt. 
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Unfortunately, no one took the statement seriously. The court eventu- 
ally concluded that Thomas was able to distinguish right from wrong. 
“He knew that the grenades were going to explode,” one court member 
reasoned. “{He] did not suffer from any psychosis.” Thomas was con- 
victed of premeditated murder and aggravated assault, and was sen- 
tenced to life imprisonment at hard labor. He was able to win a new 
trial on appeal but was reconvicted and was not released until 1978.*° 

Although the men who were tried and convicted of fraggings were 
found to be legally sane, a certain number of them did suffer from vari- 
ous personality disorders. The Marine Corps believed that such insta- 
bility played a significant role in fragging offenses. “Frequently,” read 
their profile, “the act is preceded by evidence of increasing personal- 
ity disorders, either psychopathic or emotionally unstable in nature.”*” 
Dr. Bond found most of the convicted fraggers in his study to possess 
passive-aggressive personalities; they tended to shy from direct con- 
frontations with figures they perceived as powerful and saw the hand 
grenade as an equalizer.*® An Americal Division psychiatrist who ex- 
amined David K. Locklin found: “The accused does not exhibit any 
psychotic disorder and does not exhibit any overwhelming neurotic 
tendencies. What he does exhibit is a character and behavior disorder 
of the anti-social or sociopathic type. . . . These are the types of people 
that comprise most juvenile delinquents, most criminals, and they are 
often said not to have a conscience. They are not very concerned with 
consequences and maintain a sort of day-to-day existence.”* 

Similar characteristics, especially the perceived lack of conscience, 
came to light as investigators interviewed Lance Corporal Gary A. Hen- 
drix a few hours after he murdered a sergeant: 


Investigator: Why did you do this to Sergeant Tate? Did you dislike him? 

Hendrix: I dislike all lifers, including Gunnery Sergeant Gray, 
Sergeant Tate, and Sergeant Smith. 

Investigator: Was this a spur of the moment thing? 

Hendrix: No, I’ve been thinking about it since I got here. 

Investigator: Did you mean to put the grenade outside the bunker to 
scare the people inside? 

Hendrix: No, I meant to push it inside the bunker. 
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Investigator: Are you sorry that you killed Sergeant Tate? 
Hendrix: No. I wanted to get all of them. 


A military psychiatrist diagnosed him as an “immature personality 
with a marginal respect for social values.*° Roger L. Aubert had been 
an “emotionally disturbed” child who was formally diagnosed as pos- 
sessing a “character and personality disorder.” Medication was pre- 
scribed but he was “continually in trouble.” While growing up, he had 
difficulties with his teachers and was repeatedly expelled from school. 
After joining the army, he received eight nonjudicial punishments in 
less than two years.*! Michael S. Crampton had been committed to a 
psychiatric center at age ten, as he “had extreme difficulty getting along 
with people, even children his own age.” 

Owing to the frustrations and failures they experienced before en- 
tering the military and while in the service, the fraggers were often 
given to displacing their anger onto those occupying positions of au- 
thority, and tended to feel morally justified in performing their acts. As 
the Vietnam enlisted culture often provided an atmosphere that seemed 
to approve of such actions, they did not view fragging as murder. Eu- 
gene Linden observed that one of the men he profiled in his fragging 
article did not consider himself a criminal. “The magnitude of what he 
attempted still escapes him. [He] could not believe that he had commit- 
ted a crime.” In another case, “expert testimony at trial indicated that 
the accused [Specialist Finch] lacked judgment, possibly to such a degree 
as to negate the ability to understand the consequences and implications 
of his act in throwing a grenade into the building wherein Platoon Ser- 
geant Charles W. Ganus was sleeping.”** Following his attempt to kill two 
sergeants with a homemade bomb studded with metal spikes, Private 
First Class William J. Schott wrote an angry letter to his commanding 
officer: “For some deep inset [sic] reason you feel that you want to de- 
stroy me. You want to put me in prison for four or even more than four 
years. .. . Just what kind of man do you think you are and would feel 
like after you did something like that? Why do you want to put this on 
my back?” Schott was sentenced to five years in confinement.” 

Although the Vietnam War ultimately became deeply unpopular in 
American society, one would not draw such a conclusion from the 
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fraggers’ records. Most of the men profiled in this study volunteered for 
military service; in the case of the Marine Corps, nearly all of the con- 
victed fraggers had enlisted. I reviewed the files to see if any of their 
enlistments were draft-motivated and found only three cases.*®° When 
compared with the control group, of which only 54 percent volunteered 
for service, this aspect is indeed remarkable.*” Once in the military, 
several of the men specifically requested duty in Vietnam.** However, 
these decisions were probably made for personal reasons rather than 
any sense of patriotism. Dr. Bond believed that the fraggers he inter- 
viewed “viewed enlisting in the army either as a way of escaping from 
problems at home that they were unable to resolve or an attempt to 
prove their masculinity and independence.” Those who volunteered 
for the elite marines or army airborne units endeavored to become 
“part of something mighty, glorious, and indestructible” while impress- 


ing hometown contemporaries.” 


When military life failed to provide 
them with the sense of fulfillment they were looking for, they lashed 
out at the authority figures they perceived to be responsible for their 
predicaments.°' One man admitted that the reason he enlisted in the 
Marine Corps was to “go to Vietnam and kill some gooks.” Soon after 
his arrival in the war zone, however, he became “very dissatisfied” in 
the unit he was assigned to. As it turned out, the only person he ever 
managed to kill was an American sergeant, one of “a bunch of lifers 
who fucked over everyone all the time.”** Another man came to Viet- 
nam “expecting a fantastic experience, but the only job he had was that 
of a truck driver.”*? 

The fraggers usually wore the lowest enlisted ranks, although three 
sergeants were also convicted of committing these crimes. The men in 
this study break down as shown in Table 2 on page 77. 

The military documents from which these figures were extracted 
also reveal that one of reasons why these men held such low ranks was 
because at least forty-eight of them had had brushes with the military 
justice system before committing their fragging offenses. All of the 
twenty-four men serving in grades E-] and E-2 had been reduced in 
rank owing to previous disciplinary action. Private Lamont Spears, for 
example, had received two nonjudicial punishments prior to an attempt 
to kill his company commander. While in pretrial confinement at the 
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Table 2 
Number of 
Rank Offenders 
Private E-1] 14 
Private E-2 (USA)/Private First Class (USMC) 10 
Private First Class (USA)/Lance Corporal (USMC) 23 
Specialist Four (USA) 14 
Corporal 2 
Specialist Five (USA) 5 
Sergeant ] 
Staff Sergeant D. 


Long Binh stockade, he was involved in a race riot that resulted in the 
severe beatings of several prisoners.°** In fact, so many of the offenders 
performed poorly in their jobs and were prone to violence that a Marine 
Corps officer came to believe that alert commanders could sometimes 
foresee such incidents. “Investigations of acts of violence subsequent to 
their commission,” he wrote, “reveal that in a large number of cases the 
behavior of the perpetrator prior to the crime made his ultimate action 
at least partially predictable. In most cases, he had been a marginal or 
submarginal marine, often with a record of offenses verging upon crimes 
of violence.” 

The records also reveal each man’s military occupational specialty, 
or MOS. These were the jobs the men were trained for during their first 
months in the service. The seventy-one convicted fraggers were schooled 
as shown in Table 3 (see page 78). 

These data, while informative, should be viewed with caution. A 
number of men who were trained in their various specialties in the 
United States were assigned to very different duties after arriving in 
Southeast Asia. For example, one soldier who was trained as an infan- 
tryman was sent to Vietnam and assigned to an artillery battery as a 
cannoneer. Later, he was transferred to another battery in which he 
served as a Hawk Missile crewman. A marine who was trained as an 
artilleryman suddenly became a supply specialist after reaching his 
new unit.” A marine grunt who arrived in Vietnam in 1970 was as- 
signed to an aviation squadron and worked as a security guard at an 
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Table 3 
Specialty Offenders 


infantrymen pelle 


armor crewmen 2 
artillerymen 5 
engineers if 
communications specialists 8 
air defense artillerymen 2 
aviation maintenance workers Ht 
motor vehicle operators 


vehicle mechanics 


5 
6 
supply specialists at 
food service specialists 4 
personnel specialists 1 
medical specialists 1 


airfield.** Another man who was schooled as a mechanic was instead 
assigned to work as a cook. After undergoing weeks of training as a 
pioneer, a soldier arrived in Vietnam only to become a truck driver.® 
But in spite of these alternate duty assignments, the data still provide 
us with a reasonably accurate environmental reflection of the fragging 
phenomenon. We have seen that most grenade incidents occurred in 
rear-area support units rather than frontline infantry outfits that en- 
gaged the enemy. Of the seventy-one convicted fraggers surveyed here, 
only fifteen were infantrymen and several of these were not assigned to 
infantry units when they committed their offenses. 

A closer look at those fraggers who did serve in combat units reveals 
that in many cases their performances on the battlefield were undistin- 
guished to say the least. Reginald F. Smith’s fire team leader wrote, 
“Smith had been a coward from the time he first joined the company. 
He was scared to death to stand watch by himself even when we knew 
that things were safe or quiet.”®! A sergeant who served with Vance D. 
Thompson called his performance “a little below average” relative to 
the other members of his unit. Accordingly, decorations for battlefield 
heroism were few among the surveyed men. Military records reveal 
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that two of them were awarded the Army Commendation Medal with 
Combat “V.” Thomas J. Benoit received his for “diving into a submerged 
personnel carrier and retrieving valuable equipment.” Gilberto Her- 
nandez was awarded his in recognition of his heroic actions during a 
fierce 1969 firefight. After his machine gun malfunctioned, an unarmed 
Hernandez left his forward position to secure a replacement. Dodging 
enemy fire, he managed to obtain another weapon and additional am- 
munition. He then returned to his post and applied withering suppres- 
sive fire on the enemy, forcing them to withdraw.®* The combat record 
of Alan G. Cornett, Jr., was exceptional by any standard and will be 
discussed below. 

“We have [fragging] suspects that we know are drug users,” said 
Brigadier General Elmer R. Ochs, commander of the 173d Airborne 
Brigade.” Of four fraggings that occurred in the Ist Brigade, 5th Infan- 
try Division during the first eight months of 1970, searches of the sus- 
pects’ living quarters uncovered varying amounts of marijuana and 
other drugs in all four cases.®° A number of the fraggers had begun us- 
ing drugs long before entering the military and continued to do so 
while in the service. David K. Locklin had abused drugs from the age 
of “about fifteen or sixteen. After coming into the army, his drug use 
increased considerably. In Germany he was using hashish, LSD, and 
speed. Before [murdering Captain Schneider, he] was smoking a lot of 
[marijuana]. He was consuming about one bottle of Obesitol a day.”°’ 
Reginald F. Smith had used “marijuana, cocaine, opium, and various 
pills” since the age of fourteen and a search of his personal items con- 
ducted by military police following his arrest revealed over four hun- 
dred marijuana cigarettes.°° “When we weren’t on night patrol, we 
smoked grass pretty regular,” admitted Gary A. Hendrix.®’ A witness at 
Private Sammy Wynn's court-martial testified that the accused “had 
taken some opium, smoked several pipe bowls of marijuana, and 
seemed exceptionally high” on the night he committed his crime.” An- 
other man was convicted of possessing morphine, and two fraggers 
from the 26th Engineer Battalion confessed to extensive use of heroin, 
one claiming that he “had been using it for a couple of years” and “didn't 
remember much of what happened” on the night of the incident be- 
cause of his habit. He endured withdrawal in the stockade.” 
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The records used to conduct this study reveal that eighteen of the 
surveyed men admitted to using drugs, with marijuana being the sub- 
stance of choice. However, these sources do not provide sufficient data 
to form a complete picture. In many courts-martial, the accused pleaded 
guilty or accepted plea bargains and were not compelled to admit their 
drug use. While conducting his fragging study, Dr. Bond asked his sub- 
jects directly whether or not they used drugs, and found that 89 per- 
cent of them had at least experimented with illegal substances prior to 
their offenses.” This figure is considerably larger than the 69 percent of 
the control sample who had smoked marijuana,” and dwarfs the num- 
ber of users found in a 1970 military drug study, which concluded that 
about 38 percent of its cohort had used drugs in Vietnam.” It also sug- 
gests that the convicted fraggers were in many ways similar to the mili- 
tary’s portrait of what they viewed as a typical drug user: “Age: 19-22, 
rank E-4 or below, unmarried, less than a high school graduate, either 
draftee or non-career oriented enlistee, equally from field or support 
units on first overseas tour.”” Although this description could fit thou- 
sands of men who did not abuse drugs or run afoul of military disci- 
pline in Vietnam, a pattern emerged among those who did. As one 
general said, “I don’t know how many good marines might use drugs, 
but we do know that there is a very high correlation between the bad 
marines, the submarginal marines, and the drug users.’ Another of- 
ficer noted, “The chances are about as good that a high percentage of 
stockade candidates have tried marijuana as are the chances that the 
patients in an orthopedic ward have bone problems.” The military’s 
sociological profile of the habitual drug user is similar to the fraggers: 
“These persons are generally from broken homes, have a lower educa- 
tion (are high school dropouts), have insufficient personalities to deal 
with their fears and stress (passive-aggressive personalities, immature, 
situational adjustment problems, low self-esteem, lack of long-term 
ambitions, etc.), and are likely to become involved in other behavioral 
problems within the military society.” 

“During our visit to Southeast Asia,” concluded one congressional 
panel, “we interviewed many people involved with chronic drug abuse, 
and without exception they had some ‘hassle’ or axe to grind with the 
military establishment.”” 
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Many fraggers were actually under the influence of alcohol or drugs 
(or both) while carrying out their assaults, the substances serving to 
further impair their judgment and ease shaky nerves. Dr. Bond tells us 
that 87.5 percent of his subjects admitted to being intoxicated at the 
time of their offenses.*° A military psychologist who examined Gary A. 
Hendrix testified: “[Hendrix] stated to me that [on the] night [of the 
murder] he had smoked at least five marijuana cigarettes and I can’t 
help but think that given the suggestible nature of this man, this had a 
significant contribution to his being able to act out in that way. It may 
have released some of the control that he might have had and made 
possible for him to act in this fashion. I think the major reason why he 
did this isn’t specifically because of marijuana but I think marijuana 
may have been just enough to cloud his thinking ability and make his 
already limited capacity to reason certainly not intact and perform an 
act which he thought very little of the consequences.”*! 


Odd Men Out 


While most of the offenders profiled in this study shared such like- 
nesses as age, rank, and substandard military performance, a small 
number of them served creditably and were not disciplinary problems 
prior to their fragging offenses. Among the exceptions was Specialist 
Four Thomas J. Benoit, who used a fragmentation grenade to kill a 
friend after a drunken argument. During Benoit’s trial, his company 
commander and first sergeant testified that he had a clean record and 
was “a key man in the company.”® Specialist Four John R. Lilly had 
completed one tour of duty in Vietnam as a mechanic and was awarded 
the Bronze Star (for merit, not valor). He was serving a second, appar- 
ently involuntary, tour in Southeast Asia when he threw a white phos- 
phorus grenade at an officer.®* Specialist Four Norman R. Shirley had 
been awarded the Army Commendation Medal, was recommended to 
attend a leadership course, and was next in line to become an NCO 
within his unit. At his court-martial, Shirley’s former platoon leader 
declared that in spite of the seriousness of the offense, he “would have 
no objections to having the accused back under his command.”** But it 
was twenty-eight-year-old Staff Sergeant Alan G. Cornett, Jr., who truly 
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broke the mold of the “typical” fragger. A good soldier who had never 
been in trouble with either civil or military authorities, Cornett had 
finished high school and two years of college before enlisting in the 
army in 1965. He volunteered for the Special Forces and served multi- 
ple tours in Vietnam, receiving the Bronze Star with Combat “V,” the 
Vietnamese Cross of Gallantry, the Combat Medic Badge, and a recom- 
mendation for the Silver Star. 

In 1972, Sergeant Cornett was assigned to an advisory team that 
supported the South Vietnamese army. He soon came into conflict with 
his unit’s executive officer, Lieutenant Colonel Donald F. Bongers, who 
disapproved of the sergeant’s Vietnamese wife. Bongers proceeded to 
make Cornett’s life miserable, forbidding him from leaving the team’s 
compound on weekends or bringing his wife on post. At one point, he 
even took to observing Cornett’s movements with binoculars. Cornett 
asked several superiors for assistance, including a colonel who served 
as the team’s senior advisor, but was unable to resolve the matter. Be- 
lieving that no one would help him, he took to drinking heavily. On 
the afternoon of 30 November, Colonel Bongers was seated in the team’s 
radio room when Cornett tossed a grenade into the building. The colo- 
nel managed to jump clear of the blast and escape injury. After Cornett 
was taken into custody and charged with attempted murder, his dis- 
traught wife attempted suicide. 

Fortunately for Cornett, several officers and senior NCOs appeared 
at his court-martial and testified to his good character as well as Colo- 
nel Bongers’s harassment. Among them was a captain who stated that 
Colonel Bongers was “a very well-meaning individual but his handling 
of personnel leaves something to be desired. . . . I feel the accused was 
treated unfairly.” Another captain said, “LTC Bongers seems to be more 
careful of how the accused spent his time than how other individuals 
did.” A sergeant admitted, “LTC Bongers means well, but hurts people 
by concentrating on little things which generates hostility.” Obviously 
impressed, the court sentenced Cornett to only one year of confine- 
ment. No punitive discharge was awarded, thus allowing him to re- 
main in the military, and after his release, Cornett went on to serve for 
seventeen more years, retiring in 1989 with the rank of master ser- 
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geant. In 2000, he published a memoir detailing his Vietnam experi- 
ences, and, to his credit, included an accurate account of the incident. 

In its efforts to maintain required personnel strengths in Vietnam 
and elsewhere around the world, the armed forces were forced to accept 
many men who under other circumstances would have been found to 
be unsuitable for military service. With this in mind, it would be easy to 
dismiss the fraggers as yet another unwelcome burden brought upon the 
services by the war in Southeast Asia. While surviving documentation 
regarding the grenade throwers does indicate that most of them were 
mediocre soldiers at best, the presence of outliers like Sergeant Cornett 
among their ranks challenges any sweeping judgments regarding their 
performance. Perhaps the closest one can come to making an analysis in 
this regard would be to say that more often than not the fraggers were 
indeed substandard, but that a handful of them did perform reasonably 
well at their jobs and their crimes constituted aberrant behavior. Irre- 
spective of their duty performance and varied individual situations, the 
fraggers’ intended targets were often the same: their superiors. 


The War against the Brass 


The most significant aspect of the fragging phenomenon was the fact 
that the majority of the assaults were perpetrated by enlisted men 
against those occupying leadership positions. After reviewing Serious 
Incident Reports of 126 actual and possible fraggings that occurred in 
1969, army officials determined that seventy of the incidents (56 per- 
cent) appeared to have been directed against officers or NCOs (or both), 
seventeen (13 percent) targeted enlisted men, seven were aimed at Viet- 
namese nationals (6 percent), and thirty-one (24 percent) were cases in 
which the intended victim could not be determined. Statistics for 1970 
are similar.®° Of forty-seven incidents that occurred in the lst Marine 
Division in 1970, sixteen of the intended victims were identified and all 
of them were officers or NCOs.*” 

Leaders were usually the targets of the fraggers’ grenades because 
the most significant conflict within the modern armed forces derives 
from superior-subordinate antagonisms.** Despite the fact that many 
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Vietnam-era officers shared their men’s working-class origins and that 
the privileges of rank in the U.S. military were not as pronounced as 
those prevalent in other armies, the enlisted men were still products of 
a democratic society and often resented the authority granted to leaders 
because it paralleled class distinctions.*’ This sentiment was exacer- 
bated by the differences in the training received by each. In his book 
The Grunts, former marine infantry officer Charles R. Anderson persua- 
sively argues: 


The . . . immediate and telling differences between small unit leaders 
and troops had their origin in the training given each. Junior officers 
and NCOs in training are constantly urged to “take care of their men,” 
to “think of the troops first.” But troops and leaders settled on different 
definitions of this concept. To the latter it meant keeping each man 
functional in a combat sense. To the troops, however, taking care of 
them meant sparing no effort to soften the adversities with which com- 
bat presented them. The platoon sergeant and the lieutenant were 
somehow supposed to make the tour in combat go as easy as possible. 
In pursuing their own understanding of the take care concept, small 
unit leaders issued a constant stream of orders that seemed to the 


troops to make even less tolerable the adversities of life in the bush.*° 


When new leaders completed their training courses and were as- 
signed to field units, the military employed such controls as inspec- 
tions and evaluation reports to ensure greater investment in the larger 
organization—the army—than in their subordinates.” 

As U.S. forces began to withdraw from Southeast Asia, many junior 
enlisted men became hostile toward those officers and NCOs who per- 
sisted in vigorous conduct of their missions. “They would kill you in a 
minute if you wanted to do the job right,” lamented company com- 
mander Robin B. Heath. “Before long, | had a price on my head.” 
Leaders who wanted to fight were perceived as “ticket punchers” who 
sought to advance to the next rank at their men’s expense. In infantry 
units, Anderson noted, the enlisted men feared that “they would get 
stuck with a lieutenant or platoon sergeant who would want to carry 
out all kinds of crazy John Wayne tactics, who would use their lives in 
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an effort to win the war single-handedly, win the big medal, and get his 
picture in the hometown paper.”” 

The opposing views of officers and their men regarding “crazy John 
Wayne tactics” are clearly discernable when studying their reactions to 
a tactical innovation developed during a 1969 combat operation. Nor- 
mally, when U.S. infantry units encountered fortified communist posi- 
tions such as bunkers, they would fall back and allow mortar or artillery 
fire to “soften” the target before assaulting it. One company commander 
found this procedure to be ineffective, as it provided the enemy with an 
opportunity to withdraw and avoid casualties. He believed that the 
best tactic was to assault without supporting fires, and instead use the 
heavy weapons to strike targets behind the enemy positions, thereby 
cutting off their potential escape routes. Senior leadership loved the 
idea, as it allowed their units to close with the enemy and inflict maxi- 
mum casualties upon them,”* but to many of the junior enlisted men 
who were ordered to conduct the assaults, this amounted to suicide.” 
The company commander’s argument that such measures ultimately 
saved American lives in the long term by killing more of the enemy 
meant nothing to the troops; by 1969, their only long-term objective in 


enlisted men were asked eight questions relevant to the fragging phenom- 


enon. While the two groups agreed on some of the environmental factors 
that led to indiscipline, the responses reveal a divergence of opinion re- 
garding responsibility and possible avenues of corrective action: 


1. What do you believe is the reason for these activities (fraggings)? 
Officer responses: 

a. Permissiveness 

b. Not enough activity during [Vietnamization] 

c. Lack of communication between leaders and subordinates 

d. Lack of discipline 

e. Rapid promotions; no experience to handle situations 


Fragging 


Enlisted responses: 
a. Attitude toward officers 
b. Harassment 
c. Lack of leadership 
d. Too much time on hands 
e. Officers and NCOs act too superior 
f. Lack of discipline 
g. Lack of communication between ranks 


2. What type of individual performs these activities? 
Officer responses: 

a. Insecure individuals 

b. One who has experienced a history of frustration 

c. Drug addict 

d. Black power advocate, way to obtain equal opportunity 


Enlisted responses: 
a. Individual at possible breaking point 
b. Psychologically abnormal 
c. React against authority 
d. Insecure or unbalanced individual 


3. What type of individual is the victim of these activities? 
Officer responses: 

a. Persons who are in authority 

b. Individual who fails to provide positive leadership 

c. Mostly officers and NCOs 


Enlisted responses: 
a. Officers and NCOs 
b. Anyone in a leadership position 
c. Officer or NCO who thinks “They know it all” 
d. Individual who wants himself to look good at all costs 


e. Leader who lacks communications with men 
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4. What actions are required to prevent these activities? 
Officer responses: 

a. Discipline and troop information program 

b. Improve communication between the grades 

c. Need vast improvement in the selection of leaders 

d. Eliminate [from the service] ring-leaders, break up unlawful 

assemblies 


e. Stop permissive approach [to discipline] 


Enlisted responses: 
a. Understanding between superiors and subordinates; 
communication 
b. Stop harassment 
c. Better control of explosives 
d. Fairness and honesty at all times 
e. Allow enlisted men more initiative 


5. Inthe event that these activities occur, what actions should be 
taken to locate and punish the guilty? 
Officer responses: 
a. Punish individuals; don’t suspend sentence 
b. Offer award for information on who was involved 
c. Interrogation by professional law enforcement officers 


d. Take closer look at amnesty program 


Enlisted responses: 
a. Punish as required 
b. Try to find problem—interviews 
c. CID investigation 
d. Tighter control of explosives 


6. Are these activities part of a larger problem? If yes, what is this 
problem? 

Officer responses: 
a. Moral decay in society 
b. Drug problem 
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c. Permissiveness 
d. U.S. Army not trying to win war; individuals sitting back 
waiting for DEROS [return to United States] 


e. Junior officers and NCOs lack experience 


Enlisted responses: 
a. Breakdown in communications 
b. Poor leadership—all the way up the chain of command 
c. Officers and NCOs don’t respect lower enlisted men 
d. Political and economic problems in US and RVN 
e. Lack of discipline 


7. Do you have any personal knowledge of any of these activities? If 
yes, give appropriate details. 
Officer responses: 

a. When I was in [unit redacted in survey], four CS grenades were 
thrown into the [officer quarters] . . . and in the MP 
building. . . . There was a general dissatisfaction with the 
methods that the MPs used [these were not explained] and 
with an officer who resided in the BOQ. Apparently it was a 
warning. 

b. Our unit first sergeant was fragged in his hooch. He was, I 
believe, wrong in his handling of the men and they hated him. 
He was more interested in police calls and haircuts than 
fighting the war. He never talked to the men and had a very 
haughty attitude. 

c. The [unit redacted in survey] had an incident while I was there. 
Their approach to a fragging was instant reorganization of 
suspected troublemakers. They handled threats by replying to 
the threatmaker, “I’m sorry you said that, I'll have to give that 
information at your court-martial if you carry out that threat.” 
The potential fragger is now isolated and can’t carry out his 
threat without fear of severe punishment. This approach seems 
to put the fragger on the defensive, which he abhors. He must 
feel that he is in the driver's seat. 


d. In the unit next to us the problems built over a long period of 
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time until the enlisted men of the unit began to act almost 
together with “fragging” considered the only end. It was 
avoided by getting a new first sergeant and commanding officer 
who could communicate with the enlisted men. 


Enlisted responses: 


None 


8. Do you have any other comments or recommendations? 
Officer responses: 

a. Soldiers don’t trust superiors 

b. Junior officers leave a lot to be desired 

c. Rapid promotions 

d. Emphasis should be placed on respect rather than authority 

e. Lack of discipline 

f. Less permissiveness on drugs; “Amnesty program” 


Enlisted responses: 
a. Too much segregation between officers, NCOs, and lower 
enlisted men 
b. Discipline—must start at the top 
c. Adapt to needs of enlisted men 


d. Unnecessary hardships and harassment” 


The scenario of an aggressive career officer being assaulted by disil- 
lusioned subordinates has become what many students of the Vietnam 
War see as the quintessential fragging incident, and the following case, 
in which the Marine Corps suffered its sole officer fatality attributed to 
fragging during the war, follows this line. 

Reginald Floyd Smith was the seventh of ten children born to a 
ghetto family on Chicago’s West Side. Claiming a lack of interest in aca- 
demics, he left school and enlisted in the Marine Corps in February 
1968. With the Tet Offensive in full swing, his duty assignments could 
hardly have come as a surprise: boot camp, infantry training, Vietnam. 
Initially, Smith probably seemed little different from the many thou- 
sands of men who were entering the ranks at the time; he managed to 
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earn average ratings for conduct and proficiency while in training, and 
his personnel file reveals no evidence of any disciplinary infractions 
during his first few months in the service. In Vietnam, he was assigned 
to K Company of the 9th Marines, but after several bloody months in 
the jungle, he was determined to avoid any further combat service. 
During Operation Dewey Canyon, he intentionally broke his left hand 
and was medivacked from the battlefield.*’ He then falsified a sick-bay 
record in an attempt to remain on light duty, and later absented himself 
from his unit for over a week. When his superiors finally caught up 
with him, Smith received “office hours,” marine jargon for nonjudicial 
punishment under Article 15 of the Uniform Code of Military Justice. 
The sentence: reduction in rank and a return trip to his outfit.°° This 
hardly deterred the wily Smith, who promptly re-broke his hand and 
was again evacuated from the field. He eventually joined several other 
“wounded” marines who occupied the company rear area at Quang Tri 
Combat Base, including one who had broken his own finger and an- 
other who had injected saliva into his knee. The men whiled away their 
days smoking marijuana and avoiding the war.°° 

Smith’s conduct did not please First Lieutenant Robert T. “Tim” 
Rohweller, K Company’s commanding officer. A brawny poster-board 
marine of the old school, Rohweller had entered the Marine Corps in 
1963 as an enlisted man and earned an impressive record of achieve- 
ment. Assigned to the elite 3d Reconnaissance Battalion, he was first 
sent to Vietnam in 1965, where he took part in nearly one hundred 
long-range reconnaissance patrols, some of which operated over fifteen 
miles from friendly positions.'°° He was twice recommended for meri- 
torious promotion and was awarded the Bronze Star with Combat “V” 
for heroism. Upon his return to the United States, Rohweller attended 
officer candidate school and finished in the top 1 percent of his class. 
He then requested a second tour in Vietnam and returned in 1968. His 
fitness reports were a blur of ceaseless adoration: “Inspires immediate 
confidence.” “An aggressive, dynamic individual who leads by fine per- 
sonal example. Unlimited growth potential.” “The best lieutenant in 
the battalion.”!*' As a company commander, Lieutenant Rohweller liked 
to be known as a “hard charger.” He was fond of saying things like, 
“We're going to do this the Old Corps way.”’ But in many respects the 
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Marine Corps of the Vietnamization period was not the “old Corps” 
that Rohweller knew, and such sentiment failed to resonate among the 
enlisted ranks. One of his junior officers wrote: 


Tim Rohweller ... was without question a proficient leader. He had 
more combat experience than any of the rest of us. When Tim arrived 
he worked us hard... . [He] was a strong person and a demanding 
leader. Because he was new and he was tightening us up a little bit, I 
cannot say that he was well liked by everybody, [but] he was respected, 
and in combat that is what matters. 

Tim was concerned about people in the rear who were not getting 
back as quickly as they should have been. He was insistent that we 
could not afford to have people lounging in the rear when we needed 
every available hand at the front. 


Lieutenant Rohweller eventually made his way to the rear area and 
confronted Smith and his companions, informing them that they would 
soon be returned to the battlefield. Late that evening, the gang was 
busy smoking marijuana and griping about the lieutenant when Smith 
announced his plan to frag him. “I’m gonna kill that motherfucker,” 
Smith was heard to say. “Lieutenant Rohweller will never make it out of 
Vietnam alive.”!°* 

During the early hours of 21 April 1969, Smith tossed a grenade 
into the company office where Lieutenant Rohweller was sleeping. Al- 
though court-martial testimony provides several differing accounts of 
the incident, Smith’s version indicates that he was physically unable to 
commit the crime alone, this owing to the bulky cast set on his broken 
hand. He asked several friends to assist him but found no takers. He 
then approached Private First Class Bobby R. Greenwood: 


I just walked over and said, “Greenwood, I want you to hold the door 
for me while I throw this frag,” and he said, “Okay.” He got up and 
walked out and he was in front of me and | was behind him and he 
went over [to the company office] and opened the door. I hooked the 
pin of the frag on my thumb and I tried to pull it out, but it was quite a 
bit of pain because that was one of the spots where | broke my hand. 
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“Hurry up, Smitty!” urged Greenwood. 

“I can’t get the pin out!” Smith gasped. 

“Pull harder!” 

According to Smith, “There was a noise made [inside the company 
office]. 1 thought it was made by [Lieutenant Rohweller]. 1 thought he 
had woke up. | got the pin out and I just threw it in and turned around 
and ran back to the hut.”!” 

First Sergeant Walter J. Mendon, Jr., later testified: “I was awakened 
by an explosion. One of my clerks came to my hooch and said, “Some- 
1 went immediately to the company office 


1” 


body fragged the skipper 
and found it in a state of confusion. A hole was in the floor behind the 
head of Lieutenant Rohweller lying in the cot, perforations throughout 
the roof and office, and corpsmen attending to the lieutenant.”! 

Grievously wounded in the explosion, Rohweller was evacuated to 
the USS Repose for emergency medical treatment but died several hours 
later. Sergeant Mendon quickly assembled a company formation that 
Smith attended with the grenade’s pull ring still wrapped around his 
finger. “They caught him red-handed,” his military defense counsel re- 
called. “He was probably higher than a kite.”!*’ Damning evidence 
emerged when one of Smith’s companions, Private First Class Earl H. 
“Hercules” Brooker, informed authorities of the original conspiracy af- 
ter learning of the lieutenant’s death.’ 

When questioned by authorities, Smith maintained that his act was 
motivated in part by Lieutenant Rohweller’s actions in the field during 
Operation Dewey Canyon. He claimed that Rohweller had delayed the 
emplacement of a listening post until after dusk, which led to an enemy 
ambush and the subsequent death of Private First Class Michael J. 
“Frenchy” Frencl on 26 February 1969.'°° But when I discussed this 
subject with over a dozen former K Company members, both officers 
and enlisted men, the assertion that Rohweller was accountable for 
Frencl’s death elicited choruses of “Smith is full of shit” from the ex- 
marines.’ One of them, himself the author of a detailed study of 
Dewey Canyon, wrote: 


Private Smith’s version of Tim [Rohweller] being responsible for 
[Frencl] being killed is nothing but fabrication. First of all, listening 
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posts were set up by platoon commanders, not the company com- 
mander. Secondly, Dewey Canyon was a fiercely fought operation and 
we took a lot of casualties. I was wounded about two weeks into the 
operation. If marines going out to set up a listening post were am- 
bushed, I have a very difficult time understanding how that can be the 
company commander’s “fault” given the nature of combat and our en- 
emy. We were in triple canopy jungle and the enemy traveled in two- 
or three-man teams. They always knew where we were and any one of 
us was at all times in danger of being shot. . . . [Smith] was in the rear 
and had no intention of going back to the jungle, and [his] motivation 
for murder was that he did not want to go back."! 


Typical of the enlisted men was Stephen G. Fairman: 


Smith’s comments are no more than a load of self-serving bullshit de- 
signed to minimize or mitigate his actions after being caught. I can re- 
call no talk at the time of Frencl’s death of the company commander 
bearing any culpability for the events of that night. The first memory I 
have of this is after Smith did his deed. Sending out a listening post at 
or after dark was not the criminally incompetent act Smith makes it 
out to be. Rather, it was the norm. Listening posts and ambushes were 
invariably sent out during “stand-to,” so Smith’s contention that this 
was an abnormal event precipitated by an incompetent commander 
simply doesn’t wash. ... Everyone was fully aware we were facing a 
very competent enemy who always had home-field advantage. 

Grousing and sniping inevitably took place anytime something un- 
toward happened. There was an ever-present coterie of individuals 
who blamed all their problems on everyone in a position of authority. 
To them, if resupply didn’t bring mail, it was because the first sergeant 
was too incompetent to put it on the helicopter. If [one] platoon went 
on patrol while the rest of the company stayed on perimeter duty, it 
was because [the platoon commander] volunteered for it. If someone 
was killed or wounded, it was because Lieutenant Rohweller was too 
gung-ho. 

Lieutenant Rohweller was universally disliked by all and sundry. 
This is not to imply that he was in any way incompetent, but rather a 
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comment on his management style. If he had been a commander on 
Tarawa, or Iwo Jima, or at the Chosin Reservoir, he very probably 
would have been perceived as exactly the right kind of officer for that 
time and place. In Vietnam in 1969, no one wanted to be the last man 
killed on the last day of the war. Lieutenant Rohweller was viewed as 
being more aggressive than he had to be in prosecuting a war we knew 
we weren't going to win. To be fair, I’m sure he was simply carrying out 
orders he was receiving from battalion or even division. Unfortunately, 
Lieutenant Rohweller was there. He was a highly visible officer giving 
orders that generated a great deal of animosity among teenage marines 
who just wanted to go home. He was a lightning rod for all the resent- 
ment that couldn't be vented on the battalion or division officers who 


weren't there.!! 


Adam W. Mackow added: “Smith was full of B.S. regarding listening 
post procedure. Most of the time during Dewey Canyon the listening 
posts moved out at dusk or after to prevent the enemy from observing 
them moving into their night position. At the time of Frencl’s death, 
the blame was placed on the NVA. We had not heard any word that the 
listening post's timing was bad. This was a major infiltration route and 
the NVA was everywhere.”! 

Interestingly, Smith was asked to explain his motive by a host of 
psychiatrists while in confinement in the 1970s and not once during 
these interviews did he mention Private Frencl’s death. Instead, he re- 
vealed that “undue harassment” and “continual run-ins” with the lieu- 
tenant led him to perform the wanton deed. He also cited “finding the 
war to be disappointing,” “not being happy in the Marine Corps in the 
war,” and a “dispute about pay records” between himself and the com- 
pany administrative chief, who Smith identified as “a very close friend 
of (Rohweller’s),” a dispute that he said had occurred on the night of the 
murder.’ 

Smith’s parents arranged for prominent Chicago attorney and fu- 
ture Illinois Senate president Cecil A. Partee to represent their son at 
his court-martial, and a pretrial agreement was reached in which Smith 
pleaded guilty to avoid a possible death sentence. He was sentenced to 
life imprisonment, although this was commuted to forty years by the 
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convening authority in accordance with the plea bargain.''> Greenwood 
and another of Smith’s companions, Private First Class David Napier, 
also faced courts-martial for their alleged complicity in the murder, but 
both were acquitted of all charges. Greenwood’s verdict came in spite 
of the fact that he had admitted to a navy psychiatrist that he had 
played a role in the murder; because he had not been advised of his 
constitutional rights prior to the examination, his confession was ruled 
inadmissible at trial.’ 

Less than a year after Lieutenant Rohweller’s death, Quang Tri 
Combat Base was the scene of yet another fragging incident motivated 
by an officer's alleged battlefield aggressiveness. By early 1970, the 3d 
Marine Division had departed Vietnam and had been replaced by U.S. 
Army units, among them C Company, 1/77th Armor."”” A number of C 
Company’s tankers accused their commanding officer, Captain Thomas 
Murphy, of “playing war games in the field.” This was a reference to the 
officer’s habit of conducting training exercises during periods in which 
the fighting waned, a practice that they claimed “left the company ex- 
posed all the time.” After a night of drinking in which he allegedly 
consumed “eight to ten beers or more,” Specialist Five Ralph J. Elliot set 
up two stolen Claymore mines outside Murphy’s quarters in such a way 
“that the blasts from each Claymore would cross each other.” The 
drunken Elliot was only able to detonate one of the mines, but the force 
of the blast was such that it blew a large hole in the wall of the captain’s 
room and inflicted shrapnel wounds to his legs, back, and abdomen. 
Elliot later claimed that he “just intended to harm Captain Murphy 
enough so that he wouldn’t come back to the company” and in this he 
was successful, but he also found himself in the stockade charged with 
aggravated assault. During his court-martial, the issue of Captain's 
Murphy’s “war games” was raised. One enlisted witness testified: 


Witness: The old man [the company commander] wanted to play too 
many war games everybody thought. 

[Trial Counsel]: Like what? 

Witness: I mean like go to the field and try to do what John Wayne 
does. 

[Trial Counsel]: Was this training exercises? 
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Witness: Well, sir, that’s what he meant it to be, but it wasn’t to us. 

[Military Judge]: What was it to you? 

Witness: It could have been your life, sir. 

[Military Judge]: In other words, he was unnecessarily risking the 
lives of the troops as far as they were concerned? 


Witness: Yes, sir. 


Yet when a lieutenant was questioned concerning this practice, he 
disagreed, saying, “I don’t think the unit commander treated it lightly 
as a ‘war game.’ You can see where it’s needed. . .. We may go through 
a week of practicing infantry.” Here again we see evidence that sup- 
ports Charles Anderson’s thesis that the different training given to of- 
ficers and their subordinates resulted in different views of how the war 
was to be fought. As for Elliot, he was convicted and sentenced to 
twenty-five years of confinement at hard labor. He was paroled in June 
lon 

Leaders perceived to be tactically incompetent on the battlefield are 
also alleged to have fallen prey to fraggers. Such incidents probably in- 
volved infantry units, as they performed most of the war’s fighting and 
dying. Although 1969 saw the ground-pounders comprise about 10 
percent of the army’s strength in Vietnam, they sustained most of the 
casualties incurred during that year, and as a result, some may have 
targeted leaders believed to be inept or cowardly.'!* One should be care- 
ful when associating this motive with particular fragging incidents, 
however, for a number of men who were apprehended and stood trial 
for these crimes attempted to portray their victims as ineffective in or- 
der to justify their behavior, as in the Rohweller murder cited above. In 
a similar case, Private Larry Lee Hart confessed that he had booby- 
trapped the door of a troop billet for a “thrill.” When asked about his 
victim, Hart replied, “I just knew him by sight. I’ve only been in the 
company three days.” A year later, while bragging to a fellow prisoner 
in the stockade, Hart, who had been in Vietnam for less than a week 
when he committed his crime and had never seen combat, assumed the 
role of the hard-bitten veteran. He referred to his victim, nineteen-year- 
old Private First Class Merrill V. Beasley, Jr., as a “coward” who “was 
responsible for several people in the platoon being injured.”!”° In real- 
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ity, Hart's outht, A Battery, 1/8th Artillery of the 25th Infantry Divi- 
sion, had not engaged in ground combat against the enemy during his 
brief time in the unit. The same is true of Beasley, who had only been 
in Vietnam for a short time prior to his death.!?! 

Postwar scholarship has accused the leadership corps of yet another 
sin that led to fragging, though the case is far from airtight in this re- 
gard. In their 1978 book Crisis in Command, retired military officers 
Paul L. Savage and Richard A. Gabriel rejected the “sick society” argu- 
ment that had been offered as an explanation for the myriad problems 
that plagued the army during Vietnamization, and offered a sort of We- 
berian substitute in its place. The real reason for the army’s decline, 
they argued, could be laid squarely at the feet of the officer corps, which 
they believed had discarded the traditional gladiatorial techniques of 
military leadership (charismatic) in favor of the managerial style found 
in the modern business corporation (bureaucratic). Officers were now 
focused on building their careers rather than maintaining effective 
units, and their disregard for their subordinates’ welfare is what led to 
fragging. “In Vietnam,” Savage and Gabriel wrote, “too often the troops 
perceived their officers as unwilling to assume the burdens of combat 
they themselves carried and reacted in a most violent manner—they 
tried to kill them.”!** While Crisis in Command earned considerable 
praise for its attack on careerism—a problem the army halfheartedly 
admitted did exist—the assertion that it was a motive for fraggings is 
somewhat flawed, as most of the incidents occurred in rear area sup- 
port units that did not engage in ground combat operations. How could 
the “burdens of combat” motive be applied to fragging when the major- 
ity of offenders and victims never faced the enemy? Moreover, those 
grenade cases that did take place in infantry units often involved the 
targeting of just the type of leaders that the authors claimed the mili- 
tary was lacking: hard-nosed commanders who had served multiple 
tours in the war zone.'” 

What was judged to be either overzealous or inept leadership was 
not the only motive that led troops to attack their superiors. A review of 
court-martial transcripts and other documents regarding fragging re- 
veals that the perceived harassment of subordinates was the primary 
reason for most grenade assaults. To an officer or NCO who identified 
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with the military’s professional ethos and organizational goals, what 
might have been seen as necessary toward the completion of his unit’s 
mission or the maintenance of discipline may have been viewed by a 
junior enlisted man, who did not necessarily share these sentiments, as 
harassment. If the channels of communication were closed between 
leaders and their subordinates, as they so often were during the Viet- 
nam era, the possibility of settling disagreements without the threat of 
violence was eliminated. This was the case when Specialist Four Nor- 
man R. Shirley of the 101st Airborne Division fragged Platoon Sergeant 
Charles L. Nowling in July 1969. Although commanders viewed Now- 
ling’s leadership style as “tough but fair,” Shirley saw the matter differ- 
ently. He believed that the sergeant “made work for the platoon” and 
“was a cause of aggravation” to his troops. Another man testified that 
Shirley “had been pushed to his limit by [Nowling’s] harassment.”’* 

The alleged harassment of subordinates also played a role in frag- 
gings that were unrelated to the military mission. Overseas tours often 
strain military marriages, and in a wartime environment like Vietnam, 
where grief or depression could only be expressed in a destructive 
manner, the receipt of “Dear John” letters led a number of frantic young 
husbands to act irrationally.’”’ Three of the surveyed fraggers were at- 
tempting to obtain emergency leaves from their units to sort out their 
personal affairs when they came into conflict with superiors they be- 
lieved were giving them the “run around.” After learning that his wife 
was living with another man and had given birth to this man’s child, 
one soldier became angry because “he had been unable to obtain emer- 
gency leave. He decided to throw a grenade in hopes that this would 
shock his superiors enough to give him leave.”!’° Another GI received a 
letter from his wife that was addressed to him but contained a letter she 
had written to a friend. The letter spoke of how she loved another man 
and had posed nude for him. He too threw his grenade while awaiting 
leave.!?” 

Military life certainly strained Specialist Five John W. Wheat’s mar- 
riage. The nineteen-year-old Wheat had tied the knot with a local girl 
while home on leave from West Germany in April 1969, but financial 
problems precluded his new bride from accompanying him when he 
returned to Europe. Just when he succeeded in making arrangements 
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to send for her, he was shipped to Vietnam. His wife wrote him regu- 
larly at first but the mail soon slackened, and he received his “Dear 
John” letter shortly before their first anniversary. As a chaplain and the 
Red Cross attempted to arrange a home leave, Wheat obtained tran- 
quilizers from his unit’s dispensary to calm his nerves. Unfortunately, 
he took overdoses of the pills and began sleeping during duty hours, 
leading his superiors to threaten him with disciplinary action. Wheat 
became particularly angry with Staff Sergeant William H. Marley, an 
NCO with whom he had been friendly in the past but who was now 
cracking down on him. Although his leave was eventually approved, 
Wheat continued to nurse the grudge against his former friend and 
decided to eliminate him. On the day before he was to depart Vietnam, 
Wheat, who fancied himself as an ordnance expert, booby-trapped the 
interior of his unit’s ammunition bunker. Sergeant Marley was to have 
visited the structure on the following morning but for some reason did 
not. Instead, Captain John C. Seel entered the bunker and was killed in 
the ensuing explosion. By the time the grenade detonated, Wheat was 
already on his way home but CID agents caught up with him at Hono- 
lulu International Airport and dragged him back to Vietnam to face a 
court-martial. When he was told that his grenade had killed the wrong 
man, Wheat “began to cry . . . he broke up.” He was convicted of mur- 
der and sentenced to twenty years of confinement, but was paroled in 
Lopeses 

Enlisted men’s resentment of their superiors eventually became so 
intense in some circles that leaders were sometimes attacked for the 
most trivial of actions. Private First Class George M. Ercolin of the 173d 
Airborne fragged First Lieutenant John R. Hamilton after the officer 
forced him to have his hair cut.!?? One court-martial concerned a frag- 
ging over cigarettes: 


Staff Sergeant Neiswander was in his billet when the accused [Private 
David W. Bost] came to the bunker and asked for some cigarettes. 
Neiswander gave the accused two packs of cigarettes. The accused ap- 
peared mad because he was given only two packs. 

“You're only going to give me two fucking packs of cigarettes when 
you've got all those goddamn sundry packs?” asked Bost. 
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“You can get more packs tomorrow morning,” replied the sergeant. 
After the accused [departed], Neiswander . . . heard a thud, looked 
up, and saw a figure running away. . . . He then saw a man who ducked 
down just before the explosion. This was, at the most, thirty seconds 


after giving Bost the cigarettes. 


When he heard the blast, Sergeant Gerald L. Harden believed that 
an enemy mortar barrage had begun, and took cover. As he looked 
around, he saw smoke pouring from what had been Neiswander’s bun- 
ker and made his way to the heavily damaged structure. He found 
Neiswander nearly buried alive in the debris. “Bost fragged me!” Neis- 
wander cried. “Oh my God, my legs, Jerry, help me!” Harden quickly 
cleared the rubble and was able to free his injured friend. Bost was ap- 
prehended and sentenced to eight years of confinement. He was re- 
leased in 1974 but was later rearrested on a parole violation and did not 
leave prison until 1979.'°° 


Racial Tension 


Although President Harry S. Truman officially laid the Jim Crow army 
to rest in 1948, the Vietnam era saw an unprecedented upswing of ra- 
cial enmity between blacks and whites in the armed services.'*! What 
caused this increased tension? The black soldier of the late 1960s was 
much different than his predecessor who fought in America’s earlier 
wars. Racial pride imbued by the civil rights movement transformed 
him into a man in search not only of equality but an appropriate soci- 
etal position in which he could maintain his own ethnic identity. “We 
weren't living in no power vacuum in Vietnam,” black marine Clarence 
J. Fitch explained. “There was a certain growing black consciousness 
that was happening in the States, and also over there in Vietnam. . . . It 
was a whole atmosphere.” There was also the persona of Martin Luther 
King, Jr. 

Fitch continued: “I think people really listened to Martin Luther 
King. He talked about how blacks were dying at a greater rate, and he 
was the first person we really ever heard say that, even though it was 
something we knew. You just looked around you and said, ‘Well, they’re 
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just using us as cannon fodder. A lot of blacks fought valiantly at points, 
but a lot of them didn’t see the sense of dying in this war. There were 
people that would go so far as to hurt themselves enough to get out of 
going to the bush. I seen people shoot themselves in the arm or the foot 
or the legs to get one of those stateside wounds. I seen people fake inju- 
ties. We knew we was dying at a higher rate, so we felt very much justi- 
fied not to add to this fucking figure.” 

There has been much debate among historians concerning the ve- 
racity of King’s assertion that blacks were being killed in dispropor- 
tionate numbers in Vietnam. At the time he made the statement in 
February 1967, he was indeed correct,'** and his remark was in any 
case widely believed by black servicemen, particularly those who were 
at odds with the “establishment.” 

Black soldiers complained of racism within the ranks of the armed 
forces. Of the one thousand investigations conducted by the USARV 
Inspector General’s Office during the first nine months of 1970, sixty- 
one involved alleged racial prejudice. Among the points of contention 
were the “Afro” hairstyle, the lack of products preferred by black per- 
sonnel in post exchanges and clubs, harassment from military police, 
the use of racial epithets, display of the Confederate battle flag, and al- 
leged preferential treatment afforded to white troops regarding promo- 
tions, duty assignments, and the military legal system. While the 
investigations revealed fifty-three of the claims to be unfounded, and 
many of the accusers (62.3 percent) were individuals who issued their 
complaints in the hope of avoiding various types of unfavorable per- 
sonnel action, the military acknowledged that a certain degree of preju- 
dice did exist. The following examples, gleaned from a Marine Corps 
bulletin, are representative of the valid claims: 


A first sergeant heard loud music in the living quarters of his battalion 
rear. He entered one hooch and found a group of seven Negro marines 
listening to a tape recorder. He ordered the tape recorder turned off 
and the marines to disperse, saying, “I don’t want any of you gents 
planning any riot tonight.” In the second hooch, two removed from the 
first, he found a group of Caucasian marines also listening to a tape 
recorder as loud as the first. He merely ordered the group either to turn 
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down the tape recorder or turn it off; he did not disperse the group nor 
cast aspersions upon the marines’ intentions. 

Another first sergeant was awaiting service at the bar of a staff NCO 
club. The bartender was talking to a Negro staff NCO. The first ser- 
geant called the bartender down to his position, then asked if he could 
be served or whether the bartender was “going to talk to that nigger all 
night,” a remark that should not have been made at all but which was 
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also overheard by another Negro staff NCO. 


Through perceived injustices, both real and imagined, young black 
enlisted men tended to maintain close relations with each other, result- 
ing in the emergence of a primary group consciousness and further 
amplification of their grievances.’ When such a manifestation occurs, 
one officer wrote, “the experience of one member quickly becomes the 
experience of his buddies.” This voluntary segregation fostered alien- 
ation and distrust between black and white servicemen, and small 
groups of radicals began to accept violence as an acceptable means for 
resolving disputes. As the Black Power movement began to emerge in 
America, racial militancy found its way into the ranks of the armed ser- 
vices, and the Vietnam era saw numerous acts of racially motivated vio- 
lence, including beatings and even murders, take place on U.S. military 
installations around the globe. 

Race played an important though not central role in the fragging 
phenomenon. We have seen that two of the earliest Vietnam fragging 
incidents were motivated by tension stemming from Reverend King’s 
assassination in April 1968. Establishing race as a motive in other 
cases, however, is more difficult. Though the races of the perpetrators 
and their intended victims were known in many grenade cases, this 
data does not provide any indication of whether the assaults were ra- 
cially motivated. Many fraggers targeted victims of the same color while 
others who attacked men of different races or ethnicities did so for rea- 
sons unrelated to race. Military statistics provide us with some assis- 
tance in the matter but are not definitive. For example, the army studied 
126 actual and possible assaults that occurred within its ranks in 1969 
and concluded that twelve of the incidents (9.5 percent) appeared to 
involve “possible racial motives,” twenty-eight incidents (22.2 percent) 
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gave no indication of racial motives, and eighty-six incidents (just over 
68 percent) failed to provide sufficient information for analysis. Of 271 
fraggings counted in 1970, sixteen (5.9 percent) appeared to involve 
possible racial motives, 36 (13.3 percent) indicated no racial motives, 
and 219 (just under 81 percent) failed to provide sufficient information 
for analysis.'*° A Marine Corps study of racial incidents that occurred 
between October 1968 and June 1969 lumped grenade incidents to- 
gether with firearm discharges, thus making precise analysis impossi- 
ble, though at least one case is known to have involved a grenade.” Of 
nearly fifty incidents that occurred in the Ist Division in 1970, three 
were “definitely racially related.”°§ In fact, racial hatred in the Marine 
Corps was the cause of the bloodiest fragging incident observed during 
the entire war. 

On the evening of 5 February 1970, four black marines of Force 
Logistic Command’s maintenance battalion decided to kill some 
“beasts’—white marines. While a music group performed at the 
unit’s club, two grenades were tossed onto the crowded patio floor. 
The first failed to explode, as its user failed to remove the protective 
tape that secured its spoon. The second killed Corporal Ronald D. Pate 
and injured sixty-two others. In his study of Marine Corps justice 
during the war, Lieutenant Colonel Gary D. Solis described the 
incident: 


Corporal Ronald E. Gales admitted breaking into an ammunition stor- 
age locker, assisted by Lance Corporals (Joseph L.) Jones and James B. 
Addison. They stole twelve M26 fragmentation hand grenades. . . . The 
three were then joined by Lance Corporal Andrew M. Harris, Jr. 

In the early evening darkness, Gales, Harris, Jones, and Addison 
walked to the enlisted club. Jones entered to warn blacks inside to 
leave, but because of the crowd, reached only a few. Those he did reach 
left without question. According to Gales, when Jones rejoined the 
other three outside the club, Harris exclaimed, “I’m going to fire a 
whole bunch of these beasts up!” and lobbed a grenade over the fence. 
When it failed to detonate, again according to Gales, Harris tossed the 
second grenade over the fence. Blacks and whites alike were wounded 


in the explosion that followed. 
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The post reaction force went on alert immediately after the explo- 
sion, believing that an enemy attack was in progress, but when the first 
grenade was found in the debris, it became obvious that the attack was 
an inside job. The four men were eventually apprehended but subse- 
quent courts-martial acquitted them of all charges, despite the fact that 
the government granted Gales immunity from prosecution in return 
for his testimony.!*° Racial tension within the battalion remained so 
tense that less than a week after this incident, yet another fragging took 
place. After becoming involved in a dispute with one of his superiors, 
Private Ronald L. McDonald flung a grenade into a hut occupied by 
several white NCOs. One of the victims, Gunnery Sergeant Fred C. 
Johnson, recalled both the tension and the ensuing attack: 


We had trouble with the blacks in the company. I was the company 
gunnery sergeant, [and] I had a lot of run-ins with them. You'd go 
down to the hut if you wanted one for office hours or something and 
they’d all get around you. Sometimes I'd have to take a chaser down 
there with me with a shotgun to get somebody and bring them up for 
office hours; [I] almost had to pull them out of the rack. 

[Gunnery Sergeant Franklin J. Salamone] was [McDonald’s] super- 
visor. McDonald was on marijuana and all that, wouldn't want to work, 
and one thing led to another. It was just a beef between the two of 
them. 

I guess it was about nine o'clock at night. ’'d turned in. Ronald 
McDonald the clown. He threw [the grenade] in the wrong end of the 
hut. And he threw it in and I heard it rolling on the floor and it must 
have woke me up—halfway woke me up—and I turned over.... 
[When it exploded], I thought that a mortar round had come in there 
and I turned back over to see a hole in the floor. 1 was the only one that 
got hurt. [Salamone] got a scratch. They whisked me off to the hospital; 
I just wanted to put a band-aid on it.'*° 


McDonald was quickly apprehended, and in this instance justice 
was swift and severe: he was convicted and sentenced to eighty years of 
imprisonment. Upon review, however, the sentence was reduced to 
twenty-five and later to ten years. He was released in February 1979.!*! 
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The incidents observed in Force Logistic Command reveal two dif- 
ferent patterns observed in racially motivated fraggings. The Pate mur- 
der involved one segregated group attacking another. Such cases often 
occurred after fistfights or similar confrontations, and were usually 
very bloody. During an outdoor floor show staged at Long Binh’s Camp 
Frenzell-Jones in September 1969, approximately twenty-five to thirty 
black soldiers were involved in a disturbance and were ordered to dis- 
perse by a senior NCO. Shortly afterward, two grenades were thrown 
into the audience, fatally wounding Sergeant Timothy A. Cook of the 
199th Light Infantry Brigade, and injuring fifteen others.'*? In another 
incident, a grenade hurled into a racial brawl at Tuy Hoa Army Airfield 
in January 1971 wounded twenty-nine soldiers.'*? A few months later, a 
member of the BBU (Black Brothers United) was accused of detonating 
a white phosphorus grenade in the enlisted mess at Cam Ranh Bay, an 
explosion that injured thirty-one.'** After a black soldier was arrested 
at Tuy Hoa in August 1971 and charged with aggravated assault, ap- 
proximately forty-five black troops gathered around the provost mar- 
shal’s office and demanded his release. When the man was returned to 
the custody of his unit for transfer to the stockade, several nights of 
fraggings and arson ensued.'* 

The second pattern, as described in the McDonald case, involved a 
superior-subordinate relationship in which the enlisted man claimed 
racially motivated harassment. At Dong Ha Combat Base in July 1970, 
such an incident occurred after Staff Sergeant Clarence D. Hodges of 
the 3d Squadron, 5th Cavalry allegedly called one of his subordinates, 
Private Bruce Perry, “boy.” Perry reacted by placing a Claymore mine 
next to Hodges’s quarters and detonating it, in his words, “to scare 
him.” As it turned out, Hodges was severely injured. Perry later con- 
fessed: 


During the evening of 24 July, I took about seven BTs [Binoctal tablets] 
and this made me high. That same night Hodges called me a boy I got 
a Claymore mine off one of the tracks [vehicles]. After 1 was high on 
the BTs I started thinking about Staff Sergeant Hodges and the more I 
thought about it the madder I got. So just before midnight, I set the 
Claymore up on the sand bags outside Hodges’ hooch. I connected a 
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wire that was about seventy-five meters from the Claymore. I ran wire 
to the area between the shower room and the bunker. I then hooked 
the charger handle up to this end of the wire and then I pushed the 
charger handle causing the Claymore to explode. I then disconnected 
the charger handle and threw it up under the bunker. I ran around to 
the front of the dayroom and looked inside and saw several people sit- 
ting inside. I asked if anybody had got hurt and someone told me that 
Hodges was hurt. I then ran back down to my hooch and went to bed. 
Perry was court-martialed and sentenced to ten years of hard labor.'*° 

Although most of the racially motivated fraggings I found involved 
black servicemen attacking whites, I did find a few cases perpetrated 
by white troops against their black counterparts. The early months of 
1971 saw elements of the 5/46th Infantry erupt in racial violence. A 
number of fights took place between E Company blacks and several 
whites of the attached sniper element. On the night of 2 March, a movie 
was shown in the company area during which threats were exchanged. 
Later that evening, white private Kenneth W. Chaky was “still a bit 
‘riled up” when a group of armed blacks passed his tent. He and 
a friend then noticed a lone GI wandering in the darkness nearby. 
Chaky testified: “I saw [a soldier] walking down the road and I said, 
‘If this guy is black, I’m going to frag him.” As the solitary figure 
passed, Chaky saw that the soldier was indeed black, and tossed a 
hand grenade at him. His target, Specialist Four Sperlin T. Dancy, heard 
the grenade drop and immediately dove to cover. Fortunately, he 
was uninjured in the explosion. Dancy observed Chaky and his com- 
panion fleeing the scene and was able to identify them to the military 
police” 

Racially motivated violence in Vietnam eventually became so wide- 
spread that it evolved from surreptitious fragging-type offenses to open 
hostility. Such sentiment was actively encouraged by radicals at home, 
who exhorted blacks in Vietnam to commit violent acts against the 
predominantly white command structure. In his article “To My Black 
Brothers in Vietnam,” Black Panther Eldridge Cleaver wrote, “You need 
to start killing the racist pigs who are over there with you giving you 
orders. Kill General Abrams and his staff, all his officers. Sabotage sup- 
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plies and equipment, or turn them over to the Vietnamese people.” 
The following homicide further explicates the tension that existed be- 
tween the races during the later years of the war. 

Camp Radcliff was a large U.S. base located in Kontum Province, 
the site of some of the war’s fiercest battles. By 1971, much of the local 
fighting involved not the Viet Cong but blacks and whites of C Troop, 
1/10th Cavalry, a unit that had won fame in the previous century as an 
all-black “Buffalo” regiment on the North American plains. Shortly af- 
ter assuming command of C Troop in early January, twenty-three-year- 
old Captain William F. Reichert found himself in the center of a power 
struggle between the unit's leadership and five Black Power advocates. 
On one occasion, several of the latter refused to work; when confronted 
by First Sergeant James M. Emerich, they physically attacked him. The 
incident was reported through legal channels but because Emerich had 
“instigated” the dispute, no charges were filed. According to an official 
query, Reichert had informed his squadron commander, Lieutenant 
Colonel John Mason, about the gang and its activities on three separate 
occasions but “no action was taken to relieve the problem of racial ten- 
sions in the unit.” Well aware of the danger they faced from the group, 
both Reichert and Emerich prepared sealed letters to be opened by au- 
thorities in the event of their deaths. Reichert’s letter read: 


I have reason to believe the following individuals, all black power ad- 
vocates forming a [clique] within C Troop, 1/10 Cav., might cause me 
bodily harm due to my efforts to turn them into soldiers in the U.S. 
Army. Frag grenades have been found in SP4 Taylor's clothing: 

PFC Mc Kinney, Carl 

PFC Moore, Alex 

PFC Moyler, James P. 

SP4 Taylor, Larry 

SP4 Harvey, Ambus J. 

I consider any harm that comes to me as a result of actions by the 
above individuals a direct result of (1) the wholly inadequate U.S. Army 
legal system in USARV which is further amplified by (2) the political, 
play-it-safe attitude and actions of the squadron commander, LTC John 
Mason, who has failed to back his chain of command in dealing with 
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black power criminals. .. . Signed, William F. Reichert, CPT, Armor. 


Envelope to be opened .. . only if need arises. 


It appears that some white soldiers took it upon themselves to ag- 
gravate the already tense situation. During the month of January 1971, 
C Troop’s blacks alleged two smoke-grenade fraggings and said that an 
M16 round had whistled through their billets. Amazingly, a white lieu- 
tenant admitted that he knew who had thrown the grenades, but re- 
fused to identify the culprit to authorities. The blacks too had reported 
grievances to higher echelons, at least once directly to Colonel Mason, 
but believed that “only a small degree of trying was ever done to relieve 
the problems.” 

On the afternoon of 27 January, having learned that their platoon 
was to be sent to the field, Specialist Four Ambus J. Harvey and Private 
First Class James P. Moyler loaded their rifles and proceeded to the unit 
orderly room to see Captain Reichert. They first confronted Sergeant 
Emerich, who informed them that the commander was not there. Both 
men threatened Emerich in no uncertain terms: “The number one 
swine is never in when we want to see him, but that’s okay. We are go- 
ing to do you a job after we see him.” The sergeant noticed that their 
weapons were loaded, a violation of unit policy, but made no move to 
defuse the situation, lest he be “attacked or shot for trying to do so,” as 
he later said. “{I] could not take action against two men who were 
armed.” 

Emerich immediately left the building and made for the third pla- 
toon area, where he found Captain Reichert and informed him of the 
crisis. The two were returning to the orderly room when Moyler and 
Harvey appeared. Reichert approached Moyler. 


“Are you going to the field?” the captain asked. 

Moyler didn't answer. 

“Tm giving you a direct order to pack your bags and go to the bush 
with your platoon!” barked Reichert. 

‘Tm tired of the blacks being fucked with!” replied Moyler, point- 
ing his finger in the captain’s face. 
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As Reichert attempted to push the private’s hand away, Moyler 
raised his weapon and squeezed off a burst of automatic fire. Captain 
Reichert fell to the ground, dead. Although a black medic quickly re- 
lieved Moyler of his rifle, it hardly spelled the end of the almost surreal 
scene. When an NCO attempted to cover the slain officer with a pon- 
cho, he was prevented from doing so by Private First Class Michael 
Evans, who stood over Reichert’s body and raised his clenched fists in 
a Black Power salute. “Don’t cover the rabbit up!” shouted Evans. “All 
you rabbits take a good look. That is what we're going to do to all you 
rabbits!” 

It was not until a helicopter landed nearby and Colonel Mason 
stepped out that the troops began to disperse. Before long, scores of 
military police, CID agents, and a military intelligence element de- 
scended upon the camp, taking Moyler into custody and interviewing 
potential witnesses. Remarkably, even the presence of numerous law 
enforcement officials could not put an end to the racial enmity. Despite 
a claim that there was “no white backlash” after the killing, one inves- 
tigator witnessed four racial fistfights at the base on 30 January 
alone.'*? 

At his court-martial, Moyler, who was charged with premeditated 
murder, claimed that the shooting was an accident. To the surprise of 
many, the court only convicted him of the lesser charge of unpremedi- 
tated murder and sentenced him to fifteen years of confinement. He 
was released in 1975 after serving only four years.’*° Not as fortunate 
was Colonel Mason. While the inspector general’s report of the inci- 
dent praised Mason for the “vigorous and appropriate action” he took 
after the murder, senior leadership had quite a different opinion of the 
matter. Lieutenant General William J. McCaffrey, the USARV deputy 
commanding general, believed that Mason should have been aware of 
the tense situation in C Troop before the shooting occurred, and taken 
steps to correct it. McCaffrey subsequently issued Mason a scathing let- 
ter of reprimand and recommended that the army revoke the Legion of 
Merit the colonel had been awarded for his service in Vietnam. In an 
obvious attempt to damage Mason’s military career, McCaffrey even took 
the unusual step of contacting the chief of officer personnel operations 
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in Washington and informing him of the matter. “I consider it impor- 
tant,” McCaffrey wrote, “that in your personnel management actions 
regarding LTC Mason, you should be aware of my action.” 

Incidents such as this were certainly not unique in Vietnam during 
this period. In another racially charged case, Specialist Four James E. 
Paul of the 25th Infantry Division opened fire on a group of white sol- 
diers at a USO show, killing Sergeant Joe E. Raber and Private First 
Class Gary R. White and wounding ten others. He boasted of killing 
“rabbits” shortly before his arrest.!** When two white majors of the 5th 
Infantry Division ordered some black soldiers to reduce the volume of 
their stereo set, the men defiantly turned the music up full blast. After 
one of the officers yanked out the plug, Specialist Four Alfred B. W. 
Flint pulled out a pistol and shot both of them. Major Michael F. Davis 
was struck in the head but was able to drag himself to a first-aid sta- 
tion. Major Robert Degen was not so lucky.!”? On the evening of 31 May 
1970, Jerry L. Thompson of the 3d Squadron, 5th Cavalry, entered an 
enlisted men’s club at Dong Ha and pointed his rifle at Staff Sergeant 
Russell Corley, the white club manager. Corley drew his .45 caliber 
pistol and shot Thompson five times, killing him. As Corley was being 
escorted from the club, an unknown person lobbed a hand grenade 
into the building, injuring Captain David J. Rogers.'** After fatally 
shooting Fred C. Hendricks, Specialist Four Oliver R. Robinson of the 
555th Maintenance Company stood over his victim’s corpse and ren- 
dered a Black Power salute.’”? Melvin Smith, a self-proclaimed Black 
Muslim, shot First Sergeant Archie D. Carnell nine times, killing him 
instantly. He then attempted suicide but failed, and was court-martialed 
after recovering from his self-inflicted injuries.'”° By the end of the war, 
nearly every American division in Vietnam had sustained at least one 
racially motivated homicide, owing either to fragging or overt vio- 
lence. 

Perhaps the most bizarre racially charged case of all, however, oc- 
curred on 3] December 1970 in So Chin Village, which had been the 
scene of several violent clashes between black deserters and the mili- 
tary police. While conducting an investigation near a local brothel, two 
white CID agents, Warrant Officer Ralph R. Wiest and Specialist Four 
Leroy E. Halbert, Jr., were assailed by a group of black soldiers from the 
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542d Signal Company who recognized Wiest as CID. When one of the 
men shoved the barrel of his rifle into Wiest’s chest and threatened to 
“blow his shit away,” the veteran agent pulled out his pistol and shot 
him. A Wild West-style shootout ensued, and when the smoke cleared, 
Halbert and Private Larry J. Anderson were dead, and another soldier 
was wounded.!” 

Not all of the racial violence that occurred in Vietnam involved 
troops assaulting men of other colors. Militant blacks were sometimes 
critical of their more moderate peers, who they derisively referred to as 
“Oreos”—black on the outside and white on the inside.'** This attitude 
was also encouraged by stateside radicals; in his above-cited article, 
Black Panther Eldridge Cleaver called for the elimination of “traitors,” 
those blacks who did not support Black Panther policies.!°? As far as 
fragging is concerned, however, I was only able to find one case in 
which a black serviceman was targeted for alleged support of the com- 
mand structure against militant elements. On 7 July 1971, a group of 
black soldiers from the 101st Airborne Division smashed chairs over 
the heads of two whites and threatened several others at a Camp Evans 
mess hall.'°° Vaughn M. Rooks, a black soldier who was friendly with 
the victims, reported the malefactors to authorities. Rooks feared re- 
taliation and it was not long in coming. Less than a week later, he was 
about to enter his living quarters when he noticed a tripwire rigged in 
the doorway. Joseph M. Kralich, a seasoned medic and victim of the 7 
July assault, disarmed the booby trap. He recalled: 


It was early evening when [Rooks] was saying that his hooch was 
“boobytrap-wired to a hand grenade,” so I went to investigate. The 
commanding officer, executive officer (who was useless), and the first 
sergeant were keeping everyone back from the man’s hooch. After 
checking the doorway, steps, etc., I entered. 

I had a flashlight I used to reflect light off the tripwire and search 
for any other wires or devices. This was not the first time I had handled 
ordnance and when the CID team arrived they seemed quite pleased 
that someone possessed a sense of calm. I outlined the situation: one 
fragmentation grenade with a straight pin [was secured] to a wire ex- 
tended across the doorway into the room. The grenade itself was lying 
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on its side in a two-quart can. The wire was taut and I reasoned that if 
this was a serious booby trap, the fuse could be set for instant detona- 
tion, but I doubted that these Camp Evans “REMFs” possessed the ex- 
pertise to set such a device. We decided that the best option was to 
re-insert the grenade’s pin and, if necessary, drop the grenade over the 
side of the well-fortified hooch. I cut the window screen so I could ei- 
ther jump out or toss the frag down. I picked up the grenade and the 
CID agent inserted the pin and bent back the tips. 

There was a great deal of discussion [among the troops] as to if it 
was a “real” grenade and some direct implications that Rooks had set 
the device himself. 

I was later called upon to testify about the fight at the mess hall. I 
guess I gave accurate testimony as three of the blacks were con- 
victed.'° 


No one was ever convicted of the attempted fragging, however. 


Drug Abuse 


Illegal drug use among young Americans reached alarming proportions 
in the late 1960s, and the emergence of illegal drug use in military 
units in Vietnam reflected this societal change. During the U.S. buildup 
in Southeast Asia, drug abuse was rare. From | July 1965 to 1 July 
1966, a period in which U.S. strength in Vietnam grew to about 270,000 
men, only one hundred investigations involving possible drug activity 
were conducted, but this proved to be the calm before the storm. In 
September 1966, MACV informed the U.S. Embassy in Saigon of its 
finding that marijuana, opium, and morphine were readily available to 
troops in the Saigon area,’ and the Long Binh—Bien Hoa and Da Nang 
areas were later found to be little different.’ Press reports alleging 
widespread marijuana use by U.S. troops began to appear in the fall of 
1967, and while military officials attempted to downplay such claims, 
by late 1968 they were forced to concede that the problem “had grown 
to considerable proportions.”** Even more alarming was the appear- 
ance of high-potency heroin in early 1970. Addiction became a prob- 
lem, drug-related deaths spiked, and more and more veterans were 
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Table 4 
Year Drug Apprehensions 
1965 47 
1966 SHG 
1967 1,722 
1968 4,352 
1969 8446 
1970 11,058 
1971 11,161 


returning to the United States with drug habits.’ Statistics generated 
by several investigating agencies disagreed regarding the exact percent- 
age of drug users within the ranks, but the numbers of drug apprehen- 
sions made by law enforcement (see Table 4 above) were enough to 
dissuade even the most convinced of doubters that the military in Viet- 
nam was in trouble. To place these figures into perspective, a look at 
the numbers provided for the last two years is in order. Despite the fact 
that troop withdrawals reduced U.S. strength in South Vietnam from 
473,000 in January 1970 to just over 185,000 by the fourth quarter of 
1971, the number of drug apprehensions remained virtually constant.’ 
As the largest of the services, the army sustained the brunt of the drug 
problem but the navy and air force were not without their own drug 
woes.'*’ The Marine Corps too was not immune; one senior commander 
admitted, “Every one of my battalions has investigations going on all 
thettinae:?!°° 

The prevalence of illegal drugs in Vietnam bore a significant effect 
on the fragging phenomenon. Most of the men convicted of fragging 
offenses used drugs, and authority figures attempting to stymie drug 
activity within their units were often the targets of their assaults. On 
the evening of 22 April 1971, Lieutenant Colonel Freddie C. Austin, a 
battalion commander in the 173d Airborne Brigade, noticed a small 
group of enlisted men who appeared to be smoking marijuana. After 
observing the men for several minutes, Austin and another officer ap- 
proached the Gls and placed them under apprehension. A subsequent 
search revealed one of them to be in possession of the drug, and as the 
guilty party was taken to the military police station, the others were 


114 Fragging 


dispersed to their living areas. Colonel Austin returned to his office 
and was discussing the incident with several colleagues when a small 
object came flying through the front door. “Grenade!” screamed one of 
the officers, and they all hit the floor. Fortunately, the grenade was a 
dud and failed to explode. One of the smokers, Specialist Four Ignacio 
Garcia, Jr., was apprehended, and pleaded guilty to the charge of at- 
tempted murder.'®° When marijuana users in the 173d Assault Helicop- 
ter Company grew tired of their NCOs conducting drug searches, one 
of them decided to booby-trap a bunker with a grenade. After a snoop- 
ing sergeant found the device hidden under a sandbag, an ordnance- 
disposal team led by Staff Sergeant Robert A. Whitted was summoned 
to disarm it. As his assistant lifted the sandbag, Whitted grabbed the 
grenade and turned to throw it into an empty bunker when it prema- 
turely exploded, killing him instantly. Specialist Four Louis E. Hold- 
grafer admitted to placing a grenade on the bunker where Whitted was 
killed, and was to be tried for the sergeant’s murder, but the case fell 
apart when it was discovered that the CID had apparently failed to ad- 
vise Holdgrafer of his rights prior to questioning. Accordingly, the 
charges against him were dismissed.’ 

Fraggers also attacked military policemen and their adroit drug- 
sniffing dogs. The following case was observed in the marines’ lst MP 
Battalion: “At 2100 hours on [2] January 1971, Company A reported 
that an M-26 hand grenade was found with the pin pulled, wrapped in 
clothing on a marijuana dog handler’s rack. The pin was replaced and 
the grenade confiscated. CID investigated the incident and conducted a 
shake down with negative results.”'”’ During 1969 and 1970, the army 
recorded eight fragging assaults against personnel of the 18th Military 
Police Brigade. In early 1971, a white phosphorus grenade was thrown 
at the CID agents’ living quarters in Di An.!” 


Fragging and Antiwar Activism 


Although it is evident that societal issues such as racial tension, drug 
use, and the authority crisis played prominent roles in the fragging 
phenomenon, finding a link between anti-Vietnam War activism and 
fragging is far more problematic. On its face, the rise of small, violent 
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parapolitical groups within the youth culture of the late 1960s logically 
suggests that extremist elements might indeed have found their way 
into the armed forces and contributed toward the commission of these 
acts. In any case, the debate over this subject has raged since the early 
1970s, with the analyses falling into two camps. On one side are the 
government and military sources, which tend to examine individual 
grenade cases in search of political motivations and, finding none, con- 
clude that politics played no role. Some antiwar writers, on the other 
hand, favor a more conceptual approach, arguing that fragging and the 
GI “revolt” of that era were a part of a larger political struggle against 
immoral U.S. policies at home and abroad. 

Military authorities were convinced that antiwar activism did not 
play a role in the fragging phenomenon. The subject was examined 
during a 1971 congressional probe called the “Investigation of Attempts 
to Subvert the U.S. Armed Forces,” and no evidence of such sentiment 
was found.'? Indeed, the fraggers’ personnel records indicate that 
nearly all of them had volunteered for military service and several spe- 
cifically requested duty in Vietnam. Dr. Bond found that the convicted 
fraggers he interviewed “generally seemed apolitical; most had enlisted 
in the service and supported the war effort... . Most of them were lon- 
ers who were not given to participating in idealistic causes.”'” A similar 
study of Vietnam heroin users found that while the addicts frequently 
used “militant” rhetoric, this “did not reflect a ‘radical-left’ political ide- 
ology and did not represent a rejection of conventional values and liv- 
ing patterns.”'” Their use of such language suggests identification with 
the antiauthoritarian aspect of Vietnam-era youth culture. The fraggers 
were probably similar in this regard; they likely parroted the attitudes 
expressed by their more-sophisticated, better-educated peers, but when 
confronted with frustrating personal situations they were unable to 
handle, they acted out in their own clumsy, violent way. 

Countering this argument are antiwar veterans, academics, and oth- 
ers who have produced a veritable mountain of literature and other 
media on the GI movement that emerged within the U.S. military dur- 
ing the late 1960s. The movement was composed of those servicemen 
who came to oppose the war in Vietnam. Many of these men had been 
gung-ho volunteers who marched off to fight America’s enemies as their 
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fathers had done before them only to become disillusioned by the con- 
flict. They challenged the war's legitimacy as well as the authority of 
the military leadership, and sought to effect social change both within 
the armed forces and in the society from which they had emerged. 
These authors point to the unprecedented number of desertions, frag- 
gings, combat refusals, and other acts of indiscipline observed during 
the last years of the war, and cite Vietnam as their cause. 

So who is right? Based on my own research, J found that both sides 
could declare victory. Opposition to the war does not seem to have 
played any direct role in individual fraggings, as it was never known to 
be a stated motive in the attacks, thus strengthening the military thesis. 
However, antiwar soldiers and sentiments did help to shape the Vietnam- 
era enlisted culture, which in turn influenced the fraggers. This helps 
to explain both the paucity of references to politics in military docu- 
mentation and why the fragging phenomenon occurred in Vietnam and 
not during the nation’s earlier wars. From the material I assembled on 
the men in this study, I found only two fragging cases in which possi- 
ble antiwar or antigovernment utterances are mentioned. In United 
States v. Boyd, a prosecution witness testified that Private First Class 
Warren J. Boyd was discussing “politics” (no further explanation of this 
term is provided) and “lifers” in his unit when he declared, “Something 
has to be done.” Minutes later, a grenade exploded in the company 
commander’s quarters. Boyd denied having committed the crime, in- 
sisting that his remark about “something being done” referred to the 
Vietnam situation and troop withdrawals rather than any intended ac- 
tion against members of his unit. This seems unlikely, however, as Boyd 
had twice voluntarily extended his tour in Vietnam and had served 
nearly two full years in country at the time of the offense. Moreover, he 
was facing disciplinary action from the victim when the crime was 
committed.'” 

More convincing is United States v. Harris, a case tried in the Ameri- 
cal Division. The accused, Private Ronald L. Harris, had nearly com- 
pleted his tour in Vietnam when he was charged with lobbing a grenade 
at the 26th Engineer Battalion’s NCO club, slightly injuring an enlisted 
man. Harris pleaded not guilty to the charges against him, and his re- 
cord of trial contains no explanation of his actions, so his motivation is 
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not known. However, he did make a politically charged statement to 
the court that reflected the dissatisfaction felt by some black soldiers of 
the era: 


When I first arrived in Vietnam, I was originally in the communica- 
tions section of 26th Engineers, but because I was a little tongue-tied 
on the radio, they sent me to a line platoon at LZ Ross. From there, I 
was sent seven miles further out into the field although I didn’t know a 
damn thing about mines or any booby traps. I did what I was told and 
went next to LZ Baldy and then to LZ Hawk Hill. Hawk Hill was new 
then and I worked hard, sometimes two shifts, and finally I came back 
to Chu Lai and into commo again. I asked questions then, but I couldn’t 
get any answers. I asked why there were so many brothers out in the 
field and why I couldn't buy Afro Sheen in the PX. Because I couldn't 
get answers I was obliged to stop being good and become a militant. . . . 
The army depreciates a man and it depreciates his life and it doesn't 
stand for a damn thing. If a democracy was good you wouldn't have to 
fight for any [in] Vietnam; people would be fighting to get it.!”” 


Harris was found guilty and sentenced to a bad-conduct discharge, 
forfeitures of pay, and six months of confinement. During his post-trial 
interview with the division’s staff judge advocate, Harris declared that 
he did not like the military and would not return to duty if offered the 
chance. While such a statement might seem unsurprising, court-martial 
records reveal that nearly all of the convicted fraggers sought exactly 
the opposite in the hope of avoiding prison time and punitive discharges. 
A few even wrote impassioned pleas to their respective convening au- 
thorities, begging for the chance to earn honorable separations from 
the service.’ 

I also found two instances in which soldiers who belonged to anti- 
war organizations were suspects in fragging cases, but research reveals 
the incidents to be decidedly nonpolitical. In one case, a member of 
Andy Stapp’s American Servicemen’s Union (ASU) became involved in 
a dispute with a sergeant over the burning of incense in a bunker 
shortly before the incident occurred.'” The other instance is cited in 
David Cortright’s book Soldiers in Revolt. Private First Class Richard 
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Wayne Buckingham, a member of Vietnam Veterans Against the War, 
was serving as a cook in the 538th Transportation Company in Long 
Binh when he and Specialist Four Richard O. Strain were accused of 
fragging First Sergeant Laguala A. Vega on 8 April 1971.'*° The two 
were briefly held in pretrial confinement in connection with the case 
but several other suspects also surfaced. One of latter was overheard 
saying that Vega and Sergeant First Class Jake W. Leake were going to 
be fragged because of their actions within the company, rather than for 
any political motive.'*’ The government eventually withdrew its charge 
against Buckingham, who would have faced his second court-martial 
in the space of a year: in June 1970 he had been tried in West Germany 
on charges of rape and sodomy, and was acquitted.’* Buckingham left 
the army in 1972 but couldn't stay out of trouble: only weeks after his 
discharge, he strangled a seven-year-old girl to death and was sentenced 
to life imprisonment. A judge released him in 1999 in the belief that he 
“would not pose an unacceptable risk” to society but Buckingham was 
quick to prove him wrong; in 2002, he was sentenced to serve several 
more years in his native Ohio for assaulting yet another female.'® 

The military’s argument that antiwar activism played no direct role in 
fragging is further bolstered by the fact that all of the above-mentioned 
causes of the fragging phenomenon—drugs, racial tension, and the au- 
thority crisis—were present within American military units around 
the world and were not particular to Southeast Asia. Disgruntled ser- 
vicemen attacked their superiors on military installations from Kansas 
to Korea during this period, and the motives for this violence were 
strikingly similar to those perpetrated in Vietnam. After being repri- 
manded for avoiding work details at Fort Riley, Specialist Five Ennis 
Thomas walked into Captain John M. Salzer’s office carrying a .38 cali- 
ber pistol. “I’m back,” said Thomas, as he raised his weapon and shot 
Salzer dead. In May 1970, black soldiers stationed in Hohenfels, West 
Germany, committed several acts of racially motivated violence, and 
Private First Class Alphonso L. Lewis injured ten white soldiers in a 
unit mess hall with a fragmentation grenade.'** Several months later, 
two soldiers of the 535th Engineer Company at Schwetzingen placed a 
grenade booby trap into the gas tank of their company commander's 
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vehicle.’ On the morning of 6 May 1971, only hours before he was to 
be administratively discharged from the Marine Corps, Private Charles 
H. Henderson drove to a remote location at the Naval Ammunition De- 
pot in Hawthorne, Nevada, and planted a bomb on a military truck. 
But as he was installing the device, it detonated prematurely, killing 
him and seriously injuring an accomplice.'®° Black militants at Camp 
Humphreys, South Korea, stole a case of fragmentation grenades from 
an ammunition bunker and detonated several of them at various loca- 
tions on the base. One soldier and two Korean guards were injured, 
and a CH-47 helicopter was damaged. In the following days, grenades 
were detonated in a unit parking lot and near the living quarters of a 
senior NCO.'*’ Mutinies and drug abuse also plagued American units 
outside of Vietnam. During the first eight months of 1970 alone nearly 
one thousand sailors and marines were admitted to naval hospitals in 
the United States with diagnoses related to drug use.'®8 

The antiwar movement consisted of a broad-based group of indi- 
viduals and organizations that were as varied as they were numerous. 
Its members certainly opposed the war in Vietnam but this does not 
necessarily mean that they endorsed violence. “We are sympathetic to 
the frustrations that lead to an act of ‘fragging’,” said an antiwar civilian 
attorney who represented active-duty servicemen in Vietnam, “although 
we can’t condone throwing a live grenade at someone.”'®? Several orga- 
nizations did attempt to make contact with young enlisted men during 
the Vietnam era but these groups generally sought to build the Gl 
movement and provide it with politicized consciousness rather than 
urge the troops to kill their commanders. Moreover, organizations such 
as the ASU are not known to have ever collectively planned or carried 
out any fragging incidents. More typical of ASU activities were well- 
publicized group actions such as its plan for a “GI International Strike” 
on 15 April 1970, which called for the troops to register inspector general 
complaints, boycott mess halls, partake in mass sick calls, etc." Indi- 
vidual acts of violence such as fraggings were not part of the itinerary. 

The support for fragging that did appear within the antiwar move- 
ment tended to come from its most strident circles. Remarks attributed 
to actress-turned-activist Jane Fonda gloated over the phenomenon: 
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The army is running scared. .. . The guys are made to turn their guns 
in at night, but still any blatantly racist officer can expect a hand gre- 
nade might roll under his tent flap some night when he’s turned in... . 
No smart officer would send his men on a dangerous mission, ask them 
to cut their hair or beards or stop smoking pot, because he would be 


shot.!! 


While antiwar organizations are not known to have orchestrated or 
carried out any fragging incidents, some radicals championed the alien- 
ation that emerged between the military leadership corps and the young 
enlisted men, and were quick to equate this “class warfare” with their 
own activism. They roared with approval when the men turned their 
guns (and grenades) around on the brass and politicized the fragging 
phenomenon to conform to their own agenda. Some of the “under- 
ground” GI newspapers they produced used shrill rhetoric that sanc- 
tioned or even encouraged fragging. An article found in the ASU’s 
official organ, the Bond, went as far as voicing approval of the 1970 
murder of Staff Sergeant Paul E. Reed of the 173d Airborne Brigade: 


Another Lifer Dropped From Rolls 
Since the Vietnam War began, over 45,000 of our GI brothers and half 
a million Vietnamese people have been killed. We know that most of 
the Gls who have died didn’t want to have anything to do with this 
rotten war, but they were forced to fight and forced to die. 

However, some people go to Vietnam not because they are forced to 
but for their own gains in rank, pay, and black market rackets. One of 
these pig lifers, S. Sgt. Reed, of the 173rd Abn., thought that he could 
get away with all this and fuck with the E[nlisted] M[en] as well. Along 
with the other pigs in his unit, he constantly drove his men and put 
them in a bind where they were fighting to stay alive—or [for] his glory 
and for the profits of the moneymen who run this country. 

It’s always a pleasure to hear that one of these pigs has got his just 
desserts [sic], and on Oct. 29th someone presented Reed with a real 
lifer’s reward—a hand grenade. Reed died two days later but his spirit 
lives on as long as lifers are getting people killed.’ 
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But even here not all of the journal’s readers agreed. One ASU mem- 
ber penned an eloquent letter to the editor expressing his fear that the 
antiwar movement was “in danger of adopting a policy of violence.” 
Nevertheless, the Bond was hardly the only GI newspaper to cheer for 
the fraggers. During his 1972 stateside trial for the murders of Lieuten- 
ants Dellwo and Harlan, Private Billy Dean Smith became a cause céle- 
bre in the pages of several radical publications that slavishly praised 
him as a “valiant opponent [of] the most heinous war of genocide in 
modern times,” a victim of a “government conspiracy,” and a man forced 
“to fight another war of aggression for a government that has offered 
him only brutal racism and depression-ridden streets.”! Fort McClel- 
lan’s Left Face called fragging “an effective way to deal with ‘lifer chick- 
enshit” and urged its readers to “Seize the time!” Up From the Bottom, a 
paper printed in California, ran a story concerning a 1971 antiwar 
demonstration in which a dozen Vietnam veterans from the San Diego 
Veterans Union assembled at San Diego State University to “remind 
everybody that the Vietnam War was still going on.” Donning military 
uniforms and carrying toy M16 rifles, the men “patrolled” the campus, 
hunting for “Viet Cong,” who had been recruited from the women’s 
studies department. “The women,” the piece read, “won all the battles 
and the vets (except for the sergeant and lieutenant who were fragged 
on the spot) defected to the Vietnamese.”’** There was even one antiwar 
paper that was titled Fragging Action, although it seems to have disap- 
peared shortly after its premiere at Fort Dix, New Jersey. 

It was presumably from Western publications that the North Viet- 
namese learned of the fragging phenomenon. In several of her radio 
messages aimed at U.S. troops in South Vietnam, communist broad- 
caster “Hanoi Hannah” spoke of enlisted men fragging “officers and 
non-com officers who insist on sending them out on combat missions.” 
She even mentioned one particular grenade incident, the Billy Dean 
Smith case, which had received significant coverage in many news 
journals and antiwar sheets. 

There was one grenade incident for which the perpetrators did have 
an incontrovertibly “idealistic” motive, though it did not involve anti- 
war activism. On the night of 5 November 1970, a group of fifty to sixty 
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black soldiers of the 1st Cavalry Division gathered in a vacant tent at 
Fire Support Base Buttons “to find ways and means of doing something 
to ‘Whitey’ to force him to pay attention to the blacks.”!” Private Garen 
P. Thibodeaux called the meeting to order and declared, “This is the 
time for us to get together and start hitting back at the white man like 
he has been hitting us!” One man suggested fragging an enlisted club 
frequented by white soldiers but this idea was quickly rejected, as many 
of the men had white friends and did not want to injure anyone.'*° It 
was eventually decided to “hit ‘the man’ in his pocket” by destroying 
expensive equipment, so on the following evening, Specialist Four Jef- 
fery J. Fryer and Private William H. Brown, Jr., obtained grenades and 
used them to destroy two of their unit's helicopters.’*’ The act was cer- 
tainly successful in attracting command attention, but the perpetrators 
were apprehended after an intense CID investigation.’’* When Fryer 
admitted to procuring the grenades and Brown confessed to throwing 
them, authorities moved quickly to remove the men from the ranks. 
Fryer, Thibodeaux, and alleged conspirator Private Michael S. Vander- 
berg were administratively discharged within weeks of the incident; 
Brown was convicted of willfully damaging the aircraft and sentenced 
to nine months of confinement.’ 

The grenade incident at Buttons provides an interesting insight into 
the “politics” of the fragging phenomenon. The black soldiers who car- 
ried out the attack at the helipad took a “big picture” view of their situ- 
ation in Vietnam. Angry with the system they believed treated them 
unfairly, they lashed out at impersonal symbols of that system. The 
convicted fraggers, on the other hand, were unprepossessing of such 
ideas. They too felt slighted, but their intellectual horizons extended 
little further than the personal beefs they had with their superiors. 
Rather than making political statements, they attempted to kill or in- 
jure the men they believed to be responsible for their misfortunes, in 
many cases for the most trivial of reasons. 


There were also grenade incidents that were simply the results of petty 
feuds and drunken fistfights among servicemen. One man booby- 
trapped the vehicle assigned to a soldier who had been bullying him.2” 
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Another tossed a grenade at a man who had severely beaten a friend of 
his.*°' The very first fragging murder committed by an American dur- 
ing the war was the result of a card game (Tonk) gone bad. After a night 
of heavy drinking and several rounds of cards, an argument ensued 
between Specialist Four Marvin Baldwin and Private First Class Willie 
F. Robertson of the 20th Engineer Battalion. The two eventually came 
to blows, and when Baldwin emerged on the losing end, he obtained a 
grenade and sought to even the score. But as was the case in so many 
fragging homicides, the wrong man paid with his life. When the gre- 
nade detonated, it killed Private First Class Paul E. Nadeau, who was 
attempting to diffuse the situation, and injured several others. 

A singularly unusual fragging was the case of Staff Sergeant Frank 
Contreras, a veteran NCO who had fought in Korea. According to a 
military police desk blotter, Contreras caught two soldiers engaging in 
a homosexual act inside a troop tent in Dau Tieng. Incensed, he alleg- 
edly tossed a grenade into the tent, wounding one of the men in the 
head, arm, and side.*”’ Contreras was apprehended by authorities but 
quickly released, presumably owing to a lack of evidence. Several weeks 
after the incident, Contreras was wounded in action and subsequently 
received the Silver Star for valor. He retired from the army in 1969 after 


twenty years of service.** 


Fragging and South Vietnamese Nationals 


More than a few of the fraggings that took place during the war in- 
volved South Vietnamese nationals. These incidents were often the 
results of contact between Americans and Vietnamese that was unre- 
lated to the military mission; in fact, several were the contaminants of 
alcohol-related brawls that erupted in base camps or Vietnamese cities. 
In the great majority of these cases, Gls targeted Vietnamese, although 
cases were also observed in which South Vietnamese troops attacked 
Americans. 

When the American buildup in Vietnam began, relations between 
U.S. military personnel and their Vietnamese hosts were generally cor- 
dial. Yet it was a South Vietnamese soldier who caused the first two 
American fragging deaths of the war. On the night of 14 July 1966, 
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ARVN private Huynh Van Tri tossed a grenade onto the patio of a bar 
frequented by U.S. servicemen in Vung Tau. Eleven Americans were 
injured, and Specialists Five David L. Cox and John L. Dodson eventu- 
ally died of their wounds. When Vietnamese authorities arrested Tri 
several days later, he admitted his crime, claiming that several black 
Gls had beaten him several days earlier and that he had thrown the 
grenade in retaliation.*” 

As the war continued, relations between U.S. troops and local na- 
tionals considerably worsened.*°° Many young Gls came to possess 
thoroughly negative images of the Vietnamese. To them, the fact that 
they were needed in Vietnam at all intimated that the South Vietnam- 
ese armed forces were incompetent. Vietnamese culture was seen as 
primitive and unappealing. Viet Cong guerrillas usually dressed in ci- 
vilian clothes and blended in with the civilian population, causing the 
Americans to view their hosts with suspicion, and racial biases led 
them to lump together all Vietnamese as “gooks.” In rear areas, the 
Americans’ interaction with local nationals was often limited to deal- 
ings with street peddlers and prostitutes, suggesting that the Vietnam- 
ese were out to exploit them.**’ Such sentiments were exacerbated by 
veteran troops who delighted in frightening newcomers with lurid tales 
that ranged from the somewhat plausible to the patently ridiculous, 
and the stories were told and retold until they became a kind of my- 
thology. 

For their own part, many Vietnamese resented the large American 
presence in their country. Staggering numbers of civilians were killed 
or made homeless by U.S. firepower.*"* Road accidents involving mili- 
tary vehicles and local nationals became commonplace and, during the 
late years of the war, often led to physical confrontations and protests.”°” 
Individual acts of cruelty, usually perpetrated by young, immature ser- 
vicemen against Vietnamese noncombatants, became fixtures in mili- 
tary police desk blotters. The 1968 MACV Command History conceded 
that “recent untoward reaction by US Forces personnel to situations 
involving contact with Vietnamese citizens and their property show 
that some of our personnel either do not understand or are not con- 
cerned about the relationship between personal attitudes of US person- 
nel and the goals which we are seeking to help this country attain.”2!° 


Motives for Madness 15) 


News of Vietnamization and the opinion that the Americans were aban- 
doning South Vietnam to the communists further served to sour the 
relationship. 

As word spread of the pending U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam, acts 
of violence became more frequent. On 30 March 1969, an ARVN sol- 
dier shot and killed Sergeant Chester H. Terry, Jr., of the 9th Infantry 
Division, during a traffic dispute.’*"’ In June, South Vietnamese troops 
of the 142nd Regional Force Company opened fire on a U.S. Marine 
Corps CAP detachment, killing one marine and wounding another.?? 
Several weeks later, Lieutenant Colonel Nguyen Viet Can, commander 
of the 11th Airborne Battalion, and two of his junior officers entered a 
Saigon nightspot and confronted an American GI they found with an 
attractive Vietnamese woman. Colonel Can shouted, “I’ve been in the 
army for sixteen years and I'm tired of seeing Americans with Vietnam- 
ese girls!” When two American MPs arrived at the scene, the ARVNs 
shot and killed them.*!’ Several cases of fragging were also observed. 
On 16 April 1970, Private Le Can Chuong of the lst ARVN Armor 
Regiment tossed a grenade into a movie theater occupied by fellow 
Vietnamese and U.S. troops of the 31st Engineer Battalion, killing Spe- 
cialist Five Edward L. Hubler, Jr., and injuring dozens of others.’'* In 
another incident, six South Vietnamese soldiers attempted to frag an 
American advisor who was attached to their unit. The NCO was un- 
harmed in the attack, but his assailants were never identified.?! 


Conclusion 


Pioneering sociologists studying combat units during the Second World 
War established the concept of the primary group in the military con- 
text. It was the daily interaction between the men in these small groups, 
the scientists reasoned, rather than patriotic sentiments, that motivated 
soldiers to fight. When the dynamic within a particular group changed, 
for better or for worse, so too did the men’s effectiveness in the perfor- 
mance of their duties. During the late years of the Vietnam War, the 
primary groups that comprised the U.S. military underwent this type 
of change, and their performance was duly affected as a result. When 
the usual organizational controls employed against undesired social 
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change failed, the armed forces experienced a crisis in morale and dis- 
cipline that it had never before seen. 

The accumulated data on the convicted fraggers suggests that they 
were more often than not troubled men who became further troubled 
by Vietnam. Most of them had left school and volunteered for military 
service at very young ages in order to escape from unresolved difficul- 
ties at home. They functioned well enough to be allowed into the ser- 
vice and complete their initial training, but once they arrived in 
Southeast Asia, problems surfaced. The men found that they had blun- 
dered into a war that was devoid of the glory they sought and for this 
they chose to hold their leaders responsible. Accordingly, commanders 
who demanded strict discipline or initiated unfavorable personnel ac- 
tion against them became targets. 

Although there had been race riots in several U.S. cities during the 
initial U.S. buildup in Southeast Asia, relations between black and 
white troops in Vietnam remained harmonious until the assassination 
of Martin Luther King, Jr, in April 1968. Just as the voice of Black 
Power was beginning to drown out more moderate voices in thie United 
States, news of King’s death touched off the first manifestation of racial 
violence in Vietnam. Even then it began slowly, with a few nocturnal 
assaults and half-hearted grenade incidents that seemed to end as soon 
as they started. But the Long Binh Stockade riot in August of that year 
revealed that racial violence was now a part of life in the Vietnam-era 
U.S. military. 

Drugs played a dual role in the fragging phenomenon. First, many 
fraggers used drugs, and, as Dr. Bond discovered, were intoxicated 
when they committed their offenses. This led to the conclusion that 
drug intoxication may have clouded the offenders’ judgment enough to 
cause them to act out violently. Second, those leaders who cracked 
down on drug use in their units provided yet another motive for the 
attacks. When both of these factors are considered together, it might 
lead to the conclusion that drugs were perhaps the single most impor- 
tant aspect of fragging. It is only when one considers the historical 
chronology of the war that drug abuse can be placed in its proper set- 
ting. The U.S. military command admitted that drugs were freely avail- 
able to the troops in Vietnam as early as 1966, yet it was not until the 
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pivotal political and social events of 1968 that fragging incidents began 
to occur in large numbers. Therefore, drugs played an important, albeit 
secondary, role in the phenomenon. 

The debate over antiwar activism and its role in fragging continues 
within Vietnam War literature. Military sources cite law enforcement data 
or Dr. Bond’s clinical study and dismiss the fraggers as low-functioning, 
disturbed men whose aberrant behavior did not reflect the attitudes of 
the average soldier. While it is true that many of the convicted perpe- 
trators have been shown to possess these characteristics, this position 
fails to explain why so many grenade incidents occurred in Vietnam 
and not during America’s other conflicts. On the other hand, antiwar 
writers chronicling “Gl resistance” tend to anoint fraggers, deserters, 
and other Vietnam-era offenders as revolutionaries by assuming that 
their motivations were political. This argument is also inadequate, for 
most studies of these men conclude that their actions had more to do 
with poor situational adjustments to military life than politics.?!© Fur- 
thermore, it does not explain why certain men performed these acts 
while the great majority of their peers did not. What is needed is a syn- 
thesis of the two positions that explains both why the fragging phe- 
nomenon occurred during the latter years of the Vietnam War and why 
these particular individuals were the ones who acted this way. 

Once the crisis in morale and discipline emerged, the military had 
to face phenomena that in previous years it had managed to avoid. This 
was a dilemma that the services proved unable to overcome, as will be 
seen in the next chapter. 


CHAPTER FOUR 


The Military’s Response 


HEN the U.S. military began its Vietnam buildup, its thinking was 
oe influenced by the lessons it had learned during the Sec- 
ond World War and Korea. Senior leaders believed that morale and disci- 
plinary problems could be solved the same way they had been dealt with 
in the past: through the exercise of effective leadership. In November 
1965, the army published a new edition of its military leadership manual 
in which young officers and NCOs were told how leadership could over- 
come “the internal and external stresses [that] tend to cause a man to 
function ineffectively.” These “stresses,” the manual stated, included “ru- 
mor, fear, hunger, illness, enemy fire, anxiety, [and] fatigue.”' Clearly the 
authors were referring to the experiences of previous contlicts, for the 
Vietnamization period introduced several new, unanticipated factors that 
were not considered, these ranging from the war's unpopularity to the 
social problems the troops brought with them when they entered the ser- 
vice. The leadership corps, which by this late stage of the war was 
stretched to the breaking point, was hard-pressed to meet these chal- 
lenges. Nevertheless, the brass persisted in its traditional view that lead- 
ership could save the day. General Westmoreland, for one, was convinced 
that fragging was a “spin-off of unit discipline” and that the solution was 
to “hold leaders accountable.”* Accountable or not, events proved that it 
would take more than leadership techniques to stop the fraggers. 

The advent of the fragging phenomenon caught senior military lead- 
ers off guard. Although the army and Marine Corps both possessed 
well-organized law enforcement organizations, no command-level poli- 
cies existed to combat the violence because the morale and discipline 
problems that emerged during Vietnamization had never been experi- 
enced on such a large scale. As a result, leaders at the brigade and divi- 
sion levels were forced to improvise appropriate anti-fragging measures 
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through trial and error before command-level guidelines were insti- 
tuted. Though grenade incidents began to occur in army and Marine 
Corps units at about the same time, the two services did not take uni- 
form action to end the problem. Both took great pains to end the plague 
but fell short of finding a solution. 

Fraggings began to occur in Marine Corps units in significant num- 
bers during the early months of 1969. The 3d Marine Division was hit 
particularly hard, with three men killed and over a dozen injured 
within a ninety-day period.* The division commander, Major General 
William K. Jones, was a tough infantry officer who had won the Navy 
Cross at Saipan during World War Il. Now faced with the dilemma of 
fragging, he decided on firm action to end the problem. On 4 July 1969, 
he issued an order that came to be known as Operation Freeze. The 
plan provided guidelines that were to be followed immediately after a 
fragging incident occurred in order to identify and apprehend the per- 
petrators, a task that had proven elusive. It called for military police 
and, if necessary, a stand-by reaction force to first seal off the area 
where the crime had taken place. Roll calls were then to be conducted 
and all missing personnel as well as those present who were not as- 
signed to the unit were to be apprehended and interrogated. Junior 
NCOs and enlisted men were to be confined to their quarters, and all 
leaves and transfers postponed for the length of the investigation. The 
area was then to be thoroughly searched for evidence. Finally, the men 
themselves were to be questioned.* In an attempt to minimize peer in- 
fluences, the order stipulated that interrogations were to be conducted 
individually; as Jones explained, the interrogators would “call in each 
marine and point out to him his responsibilities as a man, a marine, 
and a Christian.” A senior officer described the procedure this way: 


We have a technique we call Operation Freeze, which means that if 
you have a crime of violence of this kind, everything in that unit stops. 
We put up a physical cordon around the area and everyone is regarded 
as a material witness until the investigation has been completed. [This] 
means nobody goes on RGR, no one rotates back to the States, no one 
even goes to the post exchange until the investigators are satisfied that 


they've wrung out every bit of information that’s available.’ 
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Though similar measures had been taken since the earliest fragging 
incidents, at no time had such a standardized procedure been insti- 
tuted by a senior commander. 

About a year after drafting his “Freeze” guidelines, General Jones 
assumed command of all Marine Corps forces in the Pacific. He soon 
learned that fragging was again on the rise in Vietnam. “They were 
having another rash of fragging in II] MAF,” he later told an interviewer. 
“I went out on a visit there [on 14-15 July 1970] and had a big session 
with all the division commanders and I told Keith [McCutcheon, com- 
mander of III Marine Amphibious Force] about my division order. And 
I said, ‘Keith, you've got to stop this.” He agreed . . . of course. So I sent 
my order to him and he took it, and he wrote a III MAF order based on 
that order.”© The result was Force Order 3120.4, which was distributed 
to all Marine Corps units in Vietnam. The order’s success in appre- 
hending perpetrators can best be measured by the case of the Ist Ma- 
rine Division. “Of the forty-seven incidents in 1970,” wrote assistant 
division commander Edwin H. Simmons, “twenty-two were solved, 
from which thirty-seven suspects/offenders were identified through in- 
vestigation. However, markedly better results were obtained as the year 
progressed. During the first half of the year, ten of the twenty-six acts 
were solved (38%). During the following three-month period, five of 
ten were solved (50%), while during the last three months of the year, 
seven of eleven were solved (64%). Much of this progress may be at- 
tributed to the implementation . . . of ‘Operation Freeze.” Long-term 
data concerning the plan's effectiveness is unavailable, as it was not 
fully implemented until a time when the leathernecks were preparing 
to quit Vietnam, and, as General Simmons pointed out, “few, if any, 
such incidents will occur in the units standing down.”’ 

The Marine Corps also opted to limit the amounts of ordnance issued 
to troops in rear areas, seeking to limit the fraggers’ accessibility to the 
tools of their trade. These measures doubtlessly prevented such maladies 
as accidental discharges but they also bore a negative effect on enlisted 
morale. One marine told visiting Congressman William F. Nichols: 


We came over here to fight a war. Like, when I was on Hill 65, you 


can't fight a war with forty rounds [of ammunition] and two 
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magazines. They took all our rounds and stuff away from us and they 
said as long as you are in the rear you won't need this. 
Mr. Nichols: Why did they restrict you to forty rounds? 


Marine: People were fragging lieutenants, officers.® 


What was perhaps the earliest anti-fragging effort mounted by the 
army was initiated not by a senior commander but by a recently dis- 
charged enlisted man. During 1969, the Ist Battalion, 7th Cavalry, sus- 
tained more than its share of the incidents—six within a nine-month 
span, resulting in a number of injuries. All of the attacks were aimed at 
the unit command structure: several grenades were thrown at NCO 
billets, while others detonated near the battalion’s S-1 (personnel) of- 
fice and company orderly rooms. One of the wounded men, Sergeant 
Stephen S. Canaday, was discharged from the army in January 1970. 
Shortly after his release, he penned a letter to his former division com- 
mander, Major General E. B. Roberts, voicing his concerns about the 
Canaday wrote, “[and] am writ- 


oRE 


incidents. “I am a former ‘Skytrooper, 
ing out of concern for my fellow man and due to a serious situation 
which had not been handled properly nor corrected.” He continued: 


During the period that I served with [1/7th Cavalry], there were seven 
attempts of murder (I hardly see any other way to title it) within the 
battalion rear by means of grenade throwing. Not one of these cases 
were solved; several were not even investigated (unless you consider a 
CID report an investigation). One of these incidents... could very 
easily have had further investigation and proper action taken, had any- 
one taken an interest. 

Many people within the battalion found out that Patrick Sprauer 
threw a grenade at the Headquarters Company orderly room on 7 Sep- 
tember 1969 because he told several personnel within the Maintenance 
Section. This was reported to the sergeant major and a couple of offi- 
cers. Yet nothing was done about it. 

I feel that a few personnel were out to get First Sergeant [Tyson C. 
Gilland] and did soon after the 7 September incident. [They] realized 
that Sprauer and others had gotten away clean and therefore, they felt 
confident that they could get 1SG [Gilland] without much trouble. I 
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feel that 1SG [Gilland] may not have been “fragged” if someone had 
taken an interest in the previous incidents. I also feel confident that 
these incidents will continue unless someone steps in and takes proper 
action. . .. General Roberts, I bid you to see that this action is taken.” 


Upon receipt of Canaday’s letter, the division’s provost marshal, 
Lieutenant Colonel Ronald R. Rasmussen, began an in-depth inquiry 
concerning the ex-sergeant’s allegations. Written statements were ob- 
tained from thirty-two of the battalion’s soldiers and information was 
compiled on possible perpetrators, motives, and, not surprisingly, Can- 
aday himself. What Rasmussen found was a unit little different from 
any other serving in Vietnam in 1970. The enlisted men reported a 
multitude of problems, from stress caused by an increased guard com- 
mitment to drug use and racial tension. Officers complained of the 
length of time required to confirm personal claims and process admin- 
istrative discharges as well as the lack of pretrial confinement. It was 
also discovered that two of the fraggings had not even been reported 
to the military police. But contrary to Canaday’s claims, Rasmussen 
learned that some measures had indeed been taken to remedy the prob- 
lem: an interior guard had been posted and additional lighting had 
been installed in the battalion rear, a sign-in/sign-out roster was estab- 
lished for enlisted men and junior NCOs, and access was denied to 
company areas to all but unit personnel during late-night hours. Efforts 
were also made to expedite disciplinary action against lawbreakers, 
and greater emphasis was placed on early identification of command 
problems and proper counseling of soldiers. 

Rasmussen concluded that fraggings were caused by the army's in- 
heritance of larger societal problems. Contrary to the period’s increasingly 
lenient mores, he recommended stricter unit discipline to restore order: 


If fraggings are to abate, an entire crackdown on lawlessness must 
start. This means that leaders who measure leadership by statistics 
must do so combined with liberal doses of sage wisdom. When the 
social ills of a strife-torn permissive society are foisted upon the army, 
we can well expect to have soldiers ending up in jail. The first step in 
solving the problem army-wide in Vietnam is to reverse the overall at- 
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titude concerning confinement. ... Then, at every echelon, we must 
convince the soldier that a society will remain a good society as long as 
the law is upheld. Anything else will produce chaos. The third step is 
to retain commanders who are willing to punish the deserving swiftly 
and impartially. The positive impact of a hard-nosed commander is 
dramatic. Knowing that punishment is sure to come is one of the great- 
est deterrents available to prevent crime. 


But not everyone agreed with this “get tough” approach. While the 
division’s senior legal officer praised Rasmussen's report and agreed 
that a more suitable policy regarding confinement would be desirable, 
he did not believe that a crackdown on discipline would serve as a 
cure-all for the battalion’s woes: 


I don’t see it as a panacea for all that ails us in the area of discipline. A 
carte blanche policy on confinement would only invite the weak com- 
mander to sweep all his problems under the rug. If there were no re- 
strictions on confinement, there would be 100-200 division personnel 
in the stockade. . . . [There exists] a desire for simple solutions, Draco- 
nian measures for the most part. The problems are far too complex to 
admit of easy answers. A response of “put ’em in jail” to every chal- 
lenge of authority will not work, it will only exacerbate the situation. 

Many of the statements, particularly those [of] the officers, assume 
that all virtue is on one side. While no amount of harassment or poor 
leadership justifies “fragging,” some of the statements from the E-4s 
and E-5s [the specialists, corporals, and sergeants] indicate that some 
of the problems may have been caused by the failure of the junior offi- 
cers and NCOs to communicate with the enlisted men. 


Additionally, this officer spoke of his own efforts at shortening the 
time necessary for trying courts-martial and his willingness to try 
“particularly troublesome” cases as soon as possible.’? Nevertheless, 
complaints about the lack of pretrial confinement in Vietnam per- 
sisted,!! as did 1/7’s morale problems. Several months after Rasmussen 
submitted his report, racial strife racked the battalion’s B Company, 
resulting in an attempt upon the company commander's life.” 
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The army’s first command-level response to fragging came in Sep- 
tember 1970. Lieutenant General McCaffrey, the USARV deputy com- 
manding general, penned a letter to his field commanders outlining the 
problem of what he called “non-combat grenade and firearm incidents.” 
During the first eight months of 1970, he wrote, there had been eighty- 
five of these assaults, many of which were aimed at officers and NCOs. 
McCaffrey thought that there were two major contributing factors that 
led to the incidents: first, that the enlisted men did not feel that their 
leaders had established an atmosphere conducive to the discussion of 
their problems; and, second, that there was a lack of security and ac- 
countability of grenades and firearms. He believed that communication 
was crucial in halting the attacks: “Unit leaders must know their men, 
so that enlisted personnel will routinely seek out their officers and 
NCOs for assistance when confronted with a problem. The officers and 
NCOs in turn must actively demonstrate their interest and sincere will- 
ingness to provide the necessary guidance and assistance. This has 
always been the privilege and the responsibility of an officer.” 

McCaffrey reminded field commanders that soldiers with psycho- 
logical problems should be directed toward medical channels before 
they caused any harm. To limit the availability of lethal ordnance to 
troops in rear areas, he urged that strict control measures and account- 
ability of weapons, ammunition, and grenades be maintained.” 

As was the case with the marines, a number of army organizations 
in the field responded to fragging by adopting their own measures. On 
1 September 1970, the Americal Division issued a reference letter on 
the subject. “There appears to be an increasing number of incidents 
involving the unauthorized detonation of explosive devices,” the letter 
read. “Many of these incidents are commonly referred to as ‘fragging’ in 
which grenades are exploded in the vicinity of NCO and officer quar- 
ters.” The letter established a procedure to be taken in case an incident 
occurred: 

a. Notify military police. 

b. Have an immediate muster of all troops in the area. 

c. Cordon off the scene of the crime. 

d. Insure that evidence is not disturbed until the arrival of the military 

police or criminal investigators. 
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In addition, an officer from the division’s military police company 
was tasked with maintaining statistics on the incidents and running 
correlations “to determine which areas are the biggest offenders and 
saturate this area with patrols and find out where these unauthorized 
detonations are likely to occur.”!* In December 1970, Lieutenant Gen- 
eral James W. Sutherland, Jr., whose XXIV Corps shared several of 
South Vietnam’s northern provinces with the marines, obtained a copy 
of the latter’s 3120.4 order and sent it to the Americal Division com- 
mander. The order, Sutherland wrote, “prescribe[s] certain policies and 
procedures in effect within III Marine Amphibious Force which merit 
our consideration. These are forwarded for your information and pos- 
sible adaptation to programs of your command.” Inspired by the ma- 
rine experience, the Americal assembled a large team of investigators 
and dispatched it to crime scenes to interrogate suspects. The MPs jok- 
ingly called the group the Super Heavy Interrogation Team, or S.H.1.T." 
Colonel Verner N. Pike, the Americal’s provost marshal in 1971, wrote: 
“The Division SOP required a unit in which a fragging occurred to no- 
tify the military police, who would show up in platoon strength. [They 
would] fall the unit out in formation and keep them under armed guard 
while the other M.P. elements searched the entire unit area for evidence 
or a missing soldier. . .. 1 remember one fragging incident in Chu Lai 
in the spring of 1971. Everyone in the unit was turned out of the 
hooches [and made to stand] in formation for hours until someone got 
tired and ‘ratted’ on the miscreant.””” 

The division also published a circular regulating the custody and 
control of weapons and explosive devices. It called for the consolida- 
tion of weapons in centrally located arms rooms and required com- 
manders to conduct periodic inspections and monthly inventories of 
all weapons. In addition, a “Division Weapons and Ammunition In- 
spection Team” was to conduct quarterly checks of unit arms rooms. 
The division commander even went as far as removing grenades from 
rear area bunker lines and moving them into controlled areas, a move 
that generated considerable media attention.” 

The 173d Airborne Brigade adopted its own measures to deal with 
fraggings. Its version, which was not unlike the Americal’s, told unit 


commanders to: 
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(1) Cordon off the scene of the incident. 
(2) Call an alert; keep alert in effect until arrival of CID investigators. 
(3) Place any suspect under guard until cleared or placed in pre-trial 


confinement. 


“Living quarters should not be searched until after the investigation 
team has completed its work,” cautioned General Elmer R. Ochs, com- 
mander of the 173d. “Admissibility of the evidence may be jeopardized 
if the search is not executed properly. Secondly, untrained searchers 
will have no idea of what they are looking for and may unwittingly re- 
move incriminating evidence.”'® The 173d also limited its men’s access 
to ordnance. “Fragmentation grenades are not used for base camp de- 
fense. .. . Such use would require the express approval of the [brigade 
commander].”*° A member of a visiting congressional subcommittee in 
Vietnam queried Ochs about this practice: 


Congressman Nichols: General, do you issue weapons to all your com- 
mand? 

General Ochs: No, sir. People in the base camp area here do not 
carry weapons. They are available to them, but they are kept under 
lock and key readily available and not in a central location, but dis- 
persed in this area—his area of work or area of billets. This has not 
always been the case. It has been a tightening up. As the war grinds 
down and we have very little contact [with the enemy] here and less 
need for the weapons, and as the [shooting and grenade] incidents be- 
gin to plague us, we tighten up.”! 


Circular 190-3 and the “Moratorium” 


As journalists published their fragging stories during the first weeks 
of 1971, military leadership began to feel the heat. In the face of in- 
creasing press scrutiny and upcoming congressional hearings, Depart- 
ment of the Army officials in Washington sent a confidential cable 
to senior commanders in Vietnam in late January demanding answers. 
“{The] U.S. news media is giving considerable coverage to fragmen- 
tation grenade incidents in RVN,” the cable read. “The following 
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information is required: (a) a definition or meaning of the term 
fragging in Vietnam; (b) detailed statistical data, including categoriza- 
tion of the types of incidents, such as against officers or NCOs, unit 
vs. unit, racial, etc.; (c) actions commanders are taking to reduce or 
control fragging incidents; (d) assessment of the threat posed by these 
incidents; and (e) any other information which will assist DA in ad- 
dressing the subject.”** On 5 February, General McCaffrey broached 
the subject at a USARV staff conference and asked for suggestions on 
how to combat the problem. Accordingly, a “brainstorm session” was 
conducted between representatives of the three relevant branches of 
the USARV bureaucracy: the provost marshal’s office, which was re- 
sponsible for law enforcement, the staff judge advocate office, which 
handled legal matters, and the office of the deputy chief of staff for per- 
sonnel and administration, which dealt with personnel procedures and 
troop morale. 

The meeting produced three preventative measures that were com- 
bined to form a prospective USARV order. The first measure involved 
limiting troop access to explosive devices. To this end, a radical step 
was suggested: a command-wide recall of all fragmentation grenades in 
USARYV. In conjunction with the recall, a moratorium on the issuance 
of grenades would be declared while unit leaders conducted thorough 
searches of troop areas for hidden ordnance. Once an inventory was 
made, grenades would then be distributed only to units that engaged in 
close combat with the enemy. Each soldier would have to sign a hand 
receipt upon issuance and would face disciplinary action if he could 
not account for their loss or expenditure. Any man found carrying an 
unauthorized grenade was to be charged with possession of a danger- 
ous weapon. Officers were to conduct daily inventories of grenade 
stocks as well as frequent shakedown inspections of their men’s billets 
for weapons and other contraband.” 

The second suggested measure dealt with education and training. 
Representatives from the personnel and administration office had long 
believed that new soldiers did not understand the “destructive poten- 
tial” of explosive devices. “I believe that fragging is a fad, and the indi- 
vidual does not actually realize the damage one of these grenades can 
do,” one official said. “We have sent word back to [the United States} 
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that a grenade demonstration, possibly against a plywood figure of a 
man, should be presented to soldiers before they arrive in Vietnam. 
The destructiveness of a fragmentation grenade would be readily ap- 
parent. I believe this would reduce the level of incidents significantly.””* 
The USARV planners even envisioned a one-time class for all soldiers 
in Vietnam demonstrating the lethality of grenades. “The idea,” they 
said, “was to make it clear that the grenade is not a ‘firecracker’ to be 
used to frighten or terrorize, but that it is a highly dangerous weapon 
whose effects can kill indiscriminately.” 

The third measure was the “islands of defense” concept. Barbed- 
wire obstacles were to be installed to separate unit areas, motor parks, 
and supply yards, while armed guards would staff “gates” within the 
enclosed areas and limit access to troop areas. “Such control would 
make it more difficult for the would-be grenade thrower to operate and 
tend to reduce the number of possible suspects [to those located within 
the enclosure] in the actual event,” the planners wrote.” 

After the conference adjourned, a number of other USARV staff of- 
fices were asked to submit ideas about how to curb fragging. Though 
most responded with little more than the usual demands for a crack- 
down on discipline, a number of particularly innovative proposals were 
subsequently added to the measures proposed at the conference. One 
suggested an informal form of social control: use of the military's press 
organs to change the fragger’s image among the troops: 


Expose the perpetrator for exactly what he is—a coward. As long as 
the perpetrator does not regard himself as a coward, his self-respect 
remains intact. Once he is exposed to himself and the small number of 
his peers with whom he has credibility, any illusions they may harbor 
are shattered and all concerned are less able to rationalize the cowardly 
act into a noble one. 

The troop leader can discredit the potential “fragger” if he antici- 
pates the problem and addresses it from this point of view. We [USARV] 
can help by publicizing this philosophy through our communications 
media. The potential “fragger” who repeatedly hears himself described 
by AFVN and [Stars and Stripes] as a despicable coward... is much 
less likely to identify with this image.’° 
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Another suggestion was that court-martial proceedings in fragging 
cases be “convened in the minimum allowable time under the law and 
the results of trial{s] be widely publicized.””” But the planners also 
learned that there was no shortage of dissent regarding their prospec- 
tive measures. Many believed that the grenade recall was logistically 
impractical and that the weekly inventories of weapons stocks were too 
much of an administrative burden. Opposition was also voiced to the 
grenade lethality demonstration, which instead of its intended purpose 
of educating the troops could propagate the fragging idea and lead to 
an increase in incidents. The islands of defense concept, it was argued, 
would mean increased guard commitments for the enlisted ranks and 
intensification of their unrest while serving notice of the command’s 
uneasiness regarding fragging.?® 

In spite of these doubts, a draft version of the prospective order was 
prepared and distributed at a USARV commanders conference on 21 
April.’ Each senior officer was asked to provide comments on the draft, 
and while some proved reticent in responding, others had plenty to say 
on the subject.*® General Ochs objected to the draft’s use of the slang 
term “fragging”: 


“Fraggings” should be called for what they are—murder or attempted 
murder. The term “fragging” implies an irresponsible, permissive act. 
More accurately, these occurrences describe furtive, cowardly attempts 
to murder, maim, or intimidate and, for the most part, are planned to 


minimize chance of detection/apprehension.”! 


Ochs was not alone is his distaste for the “f” word. Several other 
commanders made similar recommendations,” and MACV responded 
by outlawing official use of the term: 


6 May 71 

From: COMUSMACV 

To: VMAC 

Subject: Use of the Term “Fragging” 

1. Aslang term which has recently come into widespread use in this com- 


mand is the verb to frag (alternate forms: fragged and fragging). These 
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terms are commonly used in reference to the murder or attempted mur- 
der of one American by another, usually through the use of explosives. 

2. A casual slang term is clearly inappropriate when used in reference to 
premeditated murder, attempted murder, or aggravated assault. The 
felony appears less serious than when called by its proper name. “Frag- 
ging” apparently does not carry the same stigma that murder does. 

3. Use of the words frag, fragged, and fragging in official correspondence 
and reports will cease immediately. Criminal acts will henceforth be 


described in the appropriate legal terminology.” 


The final version of the anti-fragging directive, which was titled 
“Reduction of Shooting and Grenade Incidents” and released as USARV 
Circular 190-3, was drafted on 15 May. It called for something unprec- 
edented in the annals of warfare: for seven days, the U.S. Army would 
stop issuing hand grenades to nearly all of its soldiers in Vietnam. Dur- 
ing that period, shakedown inspections were to be conducted within 
all USARV units and inventories made of ordnance stocks. In addition, 
a near carbon copy of the marines’ Force Order 3120.4 was appended 
to the circular to assist commanders in apprehending suspects, and the 
USARV staff judge advocate and information offices were ordered to 
publicize convictions in fragging cases. Once this was completed, ef- 
fective leadership and improved physical control of ordnance were pre- 
scribed to prevent further incidents. 

Originally planned to begin on 1 June 1971, the grenade morato- 
rium was postponed for two weeks and did not start until the fifteenth. 
Most of the inspections seem to have taken place without incident, al- 
though some of the officers conducting the searches quickly found that 
they had their hands full. As one group was shaking down an infantry 
unit's area, it was gassed with a CS grenade.** After the commander of 
the 585th Engineer Detachment secured his men’s weapons in the unit 
arms room, he found a grenade on his desk with an attached note that 
read, “Captain Seymour, give us our weapons or else.”» As usual, the 
army chose to look at the bright side; according to a transcript of a 
USARV commanders’ conference held in early July, the plan had suc- 
ceeded in achieving some of its goals. “No commands requested any 
exemption from the inventory moratorium,” beamed the briefing offi- 
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Table 5 
Month Actual Possible 
(1971) Assaults Assaults 
July 21 9 
August 24 at 
September lif 16 


cer. “The inventory introduced a windfall of benefits besides improving 
the control of munitions and [explosive] devices. A considerable amount 
of contraband was found, to include knives, machetes, razors, hatchets, 
bayonets, assorted types of ammunition, smoke grenades, etc.”** But in 
spite of its best efforts, the army did not succeed in stopping the frag- 
ging phenomenon. Eighteen incidents occurred during June, including 
several during the moratorium. In the following months, the number of 
fraggings actually increased, as shown in Table 5 above.*’ 

In a letter to MACV Commander Creighton W. Abrams, General 
McCaffrey admitted that “an analysis of the September statistics reveals 
that... grenade incidents remain unfavorably high.”*® Equally disap- 
pointing was the fact that there was no increase in the number of per- 
petrators apprehended. Of those fragging cases that occurred in the six 
months after the moratorium July-December 1971), only three con- 
victions were obtained.*? One reason for the poor results was the fact 
that the soldiers were still able to obtain explosives. “It was easy for 
troops to get arms, ammunition, and grenades,” wrote one officer who 
served in the Ist Cavalry Division after the moratorium. “[They] made 
contact with local villagers and other units. There was a large black 
market in many of the villages where they could get almost anything.”*”° 
Moreover, some units just did not comply with 190-3’s exhortations to 
secure their ordnance. The Claymore mine used in an October 197] 
homicide was removed from an unlocked Conex container.” The Clay- 
more believed to have been used in a 1972 murder was simply dragged 
off the base perimeter.*? No one noticed that the mines were missing 
until it was too late. 

The army sought to avoid what it called “undue publicity” regarding 
its new anti-fragging measures but it was not long before word reached 
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the press.*? Reporter Ted Duvall of CBS News asked USARV for a copy 
of Circular 190-3 but was refused. He was eventually permitted to sub- 
mit a list of questions regarding the circular to which army officials 
prepared terse, carefully worded responses.™* Surviving documenta- 
tion from this episode reveals both the army’s sensitivity on the frag- 
ging issue and its inherent distrust of the press. After this guarded 
response was provided to mainstream CBS, one officer, fearing that 
radical journalists might pick up the story, warned, “While these an- 
swers don’t seem too controversial in themselves, other media could 
take a different tack with the story and we would be required to pro- 
vide them equal information.” 

It was not until the bulk of U.S. military forces had quit Southeast 
Asia that the army conducted a command-level analysis of fragging 
incidents. During a visit to South Vietnam in January 1972, General 
Westmoreland met with USARV staff members and discussed the frag- 
ging problem at length. Westmoreland directed that “an in-depth study 
of ‘fraggings’ be made to determine contributive factors.*® USARV of- 
ficials held several meetings on the subject in early February and dis- 
cussed how such a study could be conducted. One recommendation 
called for an “in house” project to be carried out by personnel already 
in Vietnam, another proposed bringing in behavioral scientists from 
the United States, while a third suggested a combination of the two. 
The idea of the study group conducting an “on scene” evaluation of an 
incident immediately after its occurrence was also considered but 
judged to be impracticable as so few of the crimes were solved, and due 
to the ongoing troop withdrawals from South Vietnam. To save time 
and resources, the “in house” study was selected, though its propo- 
nents conceded its limited behavioral science and analysis capabilities. 

The project turned out to be a disappointment. The only source 
materials available to the study group were Serious Incident Reports 
and CID reports of investigation obtained from the provost marshal’s 
office, and since these documents were more often descriptive than 
analytical, they lacked the psychological data necessary for the type of 
study Westmoreland had envisioned. As a result, the group was able to 
assemble little more than a chronological list of the crimes along with 
such details as the time of day and locations where they occurred, the 
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type of explosives used, the races of the perpetrators and victims, etc. 
“It seems to me that this action is a loser,” wrote the USARV chief of 
staff upon his review of the study. “[I] recommend we quietly drop 
this.*’ Accordingly, General McCaffrey sentenced the project to a slow 
administrative death and did not forward the results to Washington. 
But when Pentagon officials began making inquiries on the subject sev- 
eral months later, a small bureaucratic war ensued. As General West- 
moreland had retired from active duty by this time, his acting successor, 
General Bruce Palmer, Jr., finally allowed USARV to shelve the project. 
“We wore them down,” mused one of McCaffrey’s officers.** Ironically, 
just as the USARV bureaucrats were throwing in the towel, Dr. Bond 
was busy at the Leavenworth stockade conducting interviews with 
nearly thirty convicted fraggers for his own study. 

In addition to remedies to prevent fraggings, military leaders sought 
to curb their motivating factors. In the case of racial strife, the army 
conducted an assessment of the matter in 1969 and instituted mea- 
sures to deal with identified problem areas.*? The following year, MACV 
issued a directive instructing commanders to ensure equal opportunity 
in their units, maintain open channels of communications with their 
men, and, in an effort to co-opt potential militancy, establish human 
relations councils to prevent racial crises from developing. By October 
1971, 725 of these groups were meeting in South Vietnam, and special 
workshops were organized to ameliorate the continuing problem of 
personnel turnover. The councils were joined by battalion awareness 
teams and the Afro-American Cultural Association, a group formed at 
Tan Son Nhut Air Force Base that sought to bridge the communications 
gap between commanders and their men.*? The Marine Corps fell back 
on its “Green Marine” policy, which proclaimed that marines were not 
black or white, but “green.”*! This concept proved to be ineffective be- 
cause it discounted the significance of the men’s pre-service attitudes 
and experiences. Army Lieutenant Colonel James S. White, a black of- 
ficer whose insights on race were highly esteemed, noted: 


The army has a race problem because our country has a race problem. 
Our soldiers enter the service as products of that society and continue, 


in this age of instant television communications and over-efficient 
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press, to live as members of that society even while on active duty. They 
are not naive on the subject of race. Our soldiers have been made aware 
of it in many ways and have built up a variety of attitudes long before 
they ever put on a uniform. A Negro in a uniform does not cease being 


a Negro and become a soldier instead. He becomes a Negro soldier.” 


In September 1969, several weeks after a particularly bloody racial 
attack at Camp Lejeune, North Carolina, in which a white corporal was 
beaten to death,?? Marine Corps Commandant Leonard F. Chapman, 
Jr., issued a directive known as ALMAR 65 (To All Marines Bulletin 
#65), which called on officers and enlisted men alike to put an end to 
the strife. Although the order officially frowned upon racially conscious 
Black Power salutes and symbols, blacks were allowed to sport Afro 
haircuts and perform racially oriented customs—like the handshake 
called “dapping”’—while off-duty. An Equal Opportunities Branch was 
formed, while an effort was undertaken to alleviate the underrepresen- 
tation of blacks among the officer ranks of the Marine Corps.** 

The army viewed illegal drug abuse as the most serious of its morale- 
related problems during the Vietnam era. As Vietnamese drug laws were 
not well defined, MACV pressed Saigon for assistance in curbing the 
flow of drugs while utilizing troop education to prevent usage.°’ Senior 
leadership claimed that “all commanders and troops were educated as 
to the dangers to health and criminal penalties involved in the use 
of marijuana” but the message apparently did not reach everyone, as 
Courtney L. Frobenius, who served as a platoon leader in the 9th In- 
fantry Division in 1968-1969, remembered: 


As I didn’t use drugs, I didn’t know what they were. I had never had 
any classes in officer candidate school about them. I didn’t have a clue 
so I assumed my unit was drug-free! At least that was my assumption 
until one day when we were in the field [and] the lead squad was tak- 
ing its time searching some hooches. I radioed up and asked what the 
problem was and [received a peculiar answer]. So I walked up to the 
squad and saw a sight I will always remember: there was Gonzales, a 
strapping six-footer, holding a plastic bag in one hand and using his 
M-16 as a shield with the other while this 80-year-old, four-foot-tall 


The Military’ Response 145 


Vietnamese woman was beating him with her cane. I could plainly see 
that he had something of hers so I told him to give it back. It was a bag 
of marijuana! This old woman smoked marijuana. It was from this day 
on that I began to notice the strange aromas where the troops bunked, 
and my men’s red, glassy eyes.*© 


The army’s early efforts against marijuana were unsuccessful owing 
to the failure of the Vietnamese government to limit the drug’s avail- 
ability as well as the fairly common attitude among young enlisted men 
of the harmlessness of recreational marijuana use. This opinion, as the 
brass was quick to point out, was one that servicemen often brought 
with them into the armed services from civilian life. Undaunted, MACV 
took to using helicopters to locate marijuana fields in the Mekong Delta 
and utilizing marijuana-detecting dogs, which had been employed by 
the U.S. Customs Service with considerable success.*’ 

Once heroin use among U.S. troops in Vietnam became a problem, 
the military’s antidrug efforts intensified. In August 1970, MACV 
formed the Drug Abuse Task Force. Chaired by an official from the 
Justice Department's Bureau of Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs, the 
group included military members as well as civilian representatives of 
the U.S. Embassy, the customs service, and USAID. After several months 
of study, a new program was initiated that “provided for education, in- 
vestigation, enforcement, and rehabilitation.” Among the initiatives was 
a new education program, special “drug abuse suppression councils” to 
assist unit commanders, joint U.S.-Vietnamese law enforcement bodies 
to further coordinate their efforts, several administrative measures, and, 
perhaps most controversially, an amnesty and rehabilitation program 
designed to aid those men seeking to end their drug dependence.”* The 
establishment of drug rehabilitation centers on military bases in Viet- 
nam, such as Camp Holloway’s Highland House, the Crossroads Center 
at Long Binh, and the 173d Airborne Brigade’s Sky House at LZ English, 
generated considerable attention among legislators at home as well as 
journalists looking to publish stories on the subject.” Seventeen such 
centers were in operation army-wide by mid-1971, and over four thou- 
sand soldiers were treated during the first three months of the year. 

In June 1971, persistent drug use in both Vietnam and among youth 
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in the United States led President Nixon to order his “drug counterof- 
fensive.” The military responded with a massive drug user identifica- 
tion program in which mandatory urinalysis testing was to be performed 
on all servicemen in Vietnam. Experimenters and users were sent to 
in-country treatment centers while addicts were medically evacuated to 
military hospitals or Veterans Administration facilities in the United 
States. In September, the first drug education field teams, consisting of 
military instructors, Vietnamese representatives, and civilian ex-ad- 
dicts from the National Council for the Prevention of Drug Abuse, be- 
gan canvassing South Vietnam. The teams presented informal talks to 
small groups of personnel, and these were found to be unusually effec- 
tive in alerting the troops to the dangers of drug use.®’ Renewed at- 
tempts were made to obtain the cooperation of local authorities, and 
while some Vietnamese proved to be responsive to the effort, others 
were reluctant to cooperate, in some cases because they were involved 
in the traffic themselves. “It [is] not contested by our briefers in South- 
east Asia,” a group of visiting congressmen found, “that local nationals 
holding public office in Vietnam are involved in illicit drug tratfic. We 
are told that this is one of the most discouraging aspects of drug sup- 
pression efforts in the country. The same is true in Thailand.” 

For their part, the Marine Corps enacted its own education program 
to inform its men of the dangers of drug abuse, and made half-hearted 
attempts to rehabilitate drug users. It steadfastly refused to enact am- 
nesty programs like those of the army until ordered to do so by the 
Department of Defense, and for the most part simply drummed its 
junkies out of the service.® In any case, with the period’s societal mores 
and the easy availability of illegal drugs in Southeast Asia, the military 
was simply unable to end the problem.®* “The only effective drug sup- 
pression for U.S. personnel in Vietnam,” Congress concluded, “will 
come with the withdrawal of our troops from that country.”® The best 
summary of this sad story is provided in a statement given by a legal 
officer who once confronted a marine who appeared to be under the 
influence of drugs: 


“Just between you and me, have you had a little pot today?” asked the 
officer. 
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“Sir,” the man replied, “Just between you and me, I’ve had a little 
pot every day.”° 


As we have seen, the Marine Corps was firm in its belief that many of 
the fraggers were mentally unstable when they committed their crimes. 
One general encouraged company-grade officers to take preventive ac- 
tion in any case where a man’s unusual behavior suggested that he 
might do something desperate: 


We would much rather prevent these fraggings before they occur than 
catch the offender after they occur. [T]here are a surprising number of 
cases after it happens, that we learn things like, “Oh, yes, we were wor- 
ried about Bill, he’d been acting funny,” or “So and so said he was going 
to frag the gunny,” or the corporal or sergeant says, “Well, I put the 
man on report to the platoon leader but he didn’t do anything about it.” 
Or they say, “We were watching him.” Well, you can’t watch a person 
like this. 

What [is] your responsibility? Simply be alert to the potential of- 
fender, and never take lightly a report from one of your NCOs that he 
has a problem, or a problem marine. If one of our corporals or ser- 
geants turns in a marine and says, “I’ve got a guy who is a drug user,” 
or “I’ve got a guy who says he’s gonna frag the gunny,” or “I’ve got a guy 
who seems like he’s going off his rocker,” you do something about it. 
Now that doesn’t mean that the corporal or the sergeant will always be 
right; they'll make mistakes and there'll be personality conflicts. But 
you still have to do something about it. Maybe all that needs to be done 
is to have that marine suspect transferred elsewhere in the company or 
elsewhere in the battalion without any prejudice whatsoever just to get 
the two of them apart—maybe that’s all that needs to be done. But 
something needs to be done, or if you don’t do it, you’re (1) inviting a 
tragedy, or (2) you have nullified the value of one NCO. Because if you 
don’t back him up, he’ll train in and secure. And we've got numbers of 
NCOs in this division who’ve done exactly that, who say, “Screw it! I 
did my job and they didn’t back me up. I’m just gonna go along with 


the crowd from here on in.” 
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As the services realized that their efforts to combat these problems 
were meeting with only partial success, they resorted to the use of ad- 
ministrative discharges to purge the ranks of substandard personnel. 
In early 1970, Marine Corps Commandant Chapman ordered all of 
his commanders to “clean house” through the administrative separa- 
tion of their ineffective marines. In an official Marine Corps history of 
the war, the lst Marine Division is cited as an example of the order’s 
effect. Whereas only 121 administrative discharges had been issued 
within the division during all of 1969, over 800 were processed in 
1970. In the case of the army, statistics regarding their “duds” are 
equally telling. During fiscal year 1969, a total of 7,865 general dis- 
charges were issued army-wide. This figure jumped to 11,262 the fol- 
lowing year and climbed even higher in 1971. Undesirable discharges 
more than doubled between 1969 and 1970 and reached nearly 16,000 
Ted 


The Military’s In-House Detectives 


In their efforts to identify and apprehend fraggers, the military detec- 
tive agencies, the army’s Criminal Investigation Division (CID)’° and 
the Naval Investigative Service/Marine Corps CID, were employed to 
investigate fragging cases and bring the malefactors to justice. It proved 
to be a difficult task. To begin with, the sleuths were often at a loss to 
determine if an incident involved fragging at all. Retired army CID 
agent Robert F. Coucoules offers these accounts to prove the point: 


I recall that while working out of Long Binh CID Detachment, I was 
assigned an investigation concerning the fragging of [Sergeant First 
Class John W. Baker, Jr.], a combat unit mess sergeant. I remember that 
I was flown to a small firebase to conduct the investigation, [and that] 
it was commanded by General George S. Patton’s son. 

My investigation disclosed that someone [had] lodged a frag gre- 
nade, with the pin pulled, in a wooden door leading into a tent where 
the unit first sergeant and the mess sergeant were living. . . . It seems 
that the mess sergeant was the first to leave the tent and when he 
opened the door, the grenade apparently fell to the ground in front of 
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him. He leaned over, possibly to pick it up or see what it was. This was 
determined by the pattern of shrapnel in the front of his body and the 
pattern left on the sandbag wall immediately behind him. The investi- 
gation failed to identify the person who planted the grenade. However, 
a small Vietnamese youth who had access to the compound as a 
“houseboy” was observed leaving the area during the night. He was 
never seen again. 

Another case I investigated involved three U.S. soldiers [Privates 
George Hoskins, Jr., Grafton L. Perry, and Cortez A. Randolph] who 
were killed by a grenade in a [stolen] 2 1/2 ton military vehicle along 
the Main Supply Route near Long Binh. It seems that the vehicle was 
speeding and a military policeman pulled it over to the side of the 
road. While standing next to the driver’s door, an explosion occurred 
in the cab, injuring the MP and killing two of the soldiers, the third 
dying later at the hospital. Upon inspecting the scene inside the cab, it 
appears that after pulling over, one of the soldiers pulled the pin from 
the grenade, possibly with the intention of throwing it at the MP. It 
looks as if he dropped it on the floor near the feet of the soldier sitting 
in the middle of the cab and it exploded at that location. I went to the 
hospital and attempted to talk to the wounded soldier who initially 
survived the blast but he died in my presence without speaking. Since 
we could not prove intent on the part of any of the three soldiers, their 
deaths were determined to be accidental. 

[One] experience I had with a grenade involved myself. One day I 
drove a jeep to Saigon on business. When I returned to Long Binh, 
someone noticed a grenade on the top of the jeep’s canvas top. We 
called the EOD people who disarmed it. The pin had been pulled but 


because of a defect the grenade had not gone off.” 


Did these incidents constitute fraggings? Accidents? Enemy action? 
Such were the questions that military investigators were left to ponder. 
“These cases were very difficult to solve as the victim [often] died,” 
Coucoules continued. “The physical evidence linking anyone with the 
crime was usually destroyed. Normally, the only option we had was to 
find someone other than the enemy who wanted the victim dead.”” 
After investigating an attempted fragging in the 173d Airborne and 
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coming up empty, Agent John Fay wrote, “The investigation essentially 
died because the only thing we had was an indication that the subject 
didn’t like the intended victim. The suspect is reported to have said 
that the sergeant ‘was always walking in [his] shit, ie. that he was al- 
ways finding fault with him.””> Compounding the problem was the 
large number of cases in which soldiers and marines were killed while 
playing with grenades and other ordnance.” Even off-duty pranks 
could cause casualties. “Some of them we know are just plain horseplay 
rather than deliberate attempts to murder,” said General Bruce Palmer, 
Jr.° Despite their non-felonious nature, administrative error led some 
of these cases to be included in the army’s statistics. 

There were several other problems unique to Vietnam that ham- 
pered investigators’ efforts to solve the crimes. Fraggers’ grenades were 
often mistaken for enemy mortar rounds, so crime scenes were often 
compromised in the ensuing chaos.’° In one extreme case, the leaders 
of an engineer company believed an explosion that occurred in their 
compound to be “the result of an enemy attack.” It was not until the 
following day that they realized their mistake and reported the inci- 
dent to the military police.’ Genuine hostile action did sometimes play 
a role: in one instance, a witness was killed in action shortly after the 
incident occurred.’* In another case, a fragging suspect in the Americal 
Division was himself fragged and killed—by the Viet Cong, who tossed 
a grenade into the truck in which he was riding.” Another suspect who 
was awaiting trial for murder was among the casualties when the com- 
munists mortared the Da Nang brig in September 1969. He was evacu- 
ated for medical treatment in Japan, where he promptly deserted.®° 
Tropical weather could be a factor: ina 1970 murder case, a heavy rain- 
storm washed away muddy footprints believed to be those of the killer.®! 
The one-year tour of duty also played a role, as witnesses and even 
some victims were frequently rotating out of the country and had to be 
recalled, thus delaying legal proceedings. 

Investigators found it difficult to obtain information from enlisted 
men owing to what General William K. Jones called “the typical teen- 
age no-squeal syndrome”: young servicemen were often reluctant to 
turn in their peers. “I'd say that the troops were not eager to provide 
info,” agreed Agent Fay.*’ This was due in part to the primary group 


The Military’s Response oil 


cohesiveness fostered by military service, particularly in units engaged 
in combat. The individual soldier, as one sociologist wrote, comes to 
depend on his primary group and “his spontaneous loyalties are to its 
immediate members whom he sees daily and with whom he develops a 
high degree of intimacy.”** For an enlisted man to come forward and 
inform on a fellow soldier or marine is exceptional. To do so during the 
Vietnamization period, when communication between the enlisted 
ranks and the command structure was strained to say the least, was 
truly a tall order. The tension that existed between the “lifers” and the 
young, one-term enlistees was what led, in part, to the fragging phe- 
nomenon in the first place. 

Another problem was fear of the military justice system. Removed 
as they were from the command level, junior enlisted men tended to 
ascribe unlimited authority to their leaders and dreaded any collective 
disciplinary action that might ensue. One veteran described the mood 
in his company after an officer was murdered: “The initial feeling was 
one of enormous trepidation. Upon learning of Lieutenant Rohweller’s 
death, no one knew what would happen next. Would the entire com- 
pany be hauled in for questioning? Would the company be split up, 
[with] everyone transferred hither and yon? Would we get a new group 
of officers who would land on us like a 900-lb. gorilla?”® 

This led to inaction and the urge not to get involved in the investiga- 
tions. Once the military police or CID appeared in the cantonment and 
began exerting pressure on the enlisted men, many of the latter simply 
wanted the entire incident to somehow just go away as painlessly as 
possible, solved or unsolved. The following account is remarkable in its 
candor, and reinforces this point. William Marrow was a member of H 
Company, 7th Marine, on the night of 8-9 May 1969 when he wit- 
nessed the murder of Staff Sergeant Paul J. Seymore. Despite the fact 
that Marrow liked and respected Seymore, he did not offer the authori- 
ties any information: 


lam the only witness to the fragging of that hooch that night. . . . 1 was 
sitting outside my unit’s hooch on some sandbags smoking a joint 
[when] out of the corner of my eye I detected movement off to my right. 
I determined it to be two figures moving down behind the latrine. I 
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couldn’t determine if they were marines or Cong (all types of people 
move around at night in the rear area, you can’t just shoot at every- 
thing that moves). Then they threw something towards the lifers’ 
hooch. BOOM! BOOM! Two loud explosions. I saw in the light of the 
explosions that the two “sappers” were headed back over the hill be- 
hind the latrine where they came from. 

We all felt sorry for the death of Sergeant Seymore. He would talk 
to us like we were his sons. If you had a problem you could go to him 
and talk to him or get good advice. He was like a buffer between us and 
the lifers and we all missed him when he died. The CO was real afraid 
because the rumor was that he was the actual target but they missed 
him and hit Seymore instead. 

Why didn’t 1... tell someone about what I saw and heard? For 
what? I’ve seen it a hundred times over the past year or so. It’s a war 
going on, people die or get hurt all over the place. Report what? Two 
Viet Cong sappers came and went? We are inside a perimeter [perform- 
ing] security, whenever something happens inside of your defenses, 
you are on full alert in those holes. . . . It ain’t my job to report shit, I’m 
going home in ten days!®°° 


The case was never solved. 

In some instances, reluctance among enlisted men to aid authorities 
was also caused by the fear of retaliation by the guilty parties. The situ- 
ation was aggravated by the fact that suspected offenders awaiting 
courts-martial were often not confined, this due to military guidelines 
and the lack of facilities available for pretrial confinement.*” In United 
States v. Boyd, a government witness testified that when CID agents first 
interviewed him, he denied having any information regarding the case, 
owing to his fear of being fragged himself.8° Threats of such action 
were actually made against a prosecution witness by Private First Class 
Roger L. Aubert. After being accused of tossing a grenade into a latrine 
where an NCO was relieving himself, Aubert swore, “If 1 am charged 
with this, I will frag all the witnesses that testify against me. I hope I 
get a general court-martial, because when I get back to the States, 1 am 
going to get a civilian lawyer and beat it, and I’m going to come back 
and kill every son-of-a-bitch that testified.” Authorities learned of the 


Incidents of American servicemen murdering their superiors were not 
unique to the Vietnam era. In 1906, William Taylor of the 24th 


Infantry Regiment shot and killed his company commander, First 
Lieutenant Robert B. Calvert (left), in the Philippines. Justice was swift 
in the case: Taylor was court-martialed and executed for his crime. 
(Courtesy of the United States Military Academy Library) 


ca oe Gaae By 


( JUN 5 1a? 
beers, apts! c 8 of 


THE WHITE HOUSE, 


June 4 , 1907. 


In the foregoing case of Private William Taylor, 


Company M, 24th Infantry, the sentence is confirmed 


and will be duly carried into execution at such time 


and place as may be designated by the Commanding Gen- 


oral, Department of the Visayas, Philippine Islands. 
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President Theodore Roosevelt personally approved Taylor’s death sentence. (Courtesy of 
the U.S. National Archives) 
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The M18A1 Claymore anti-personnel mine. (Courtesy of the Department of the Army) 


The M26 fragmentation hand 
grenade. (Courtesy of the Department 
of the Army) 


A number of fragging incidents 
involved the emplacement of 
booby traps. On the night of 5 
December 1970, Private Robert 
B. Rutledge of the 1st Marine 
Division placed a grenade 
booby trap in the doorway of a 
billet occupied by Major 
William J. McCallum (right). 
Fortunately, the device was 
discovered in time to avert a 
tragedy. (Courtesy of the U.S. 
National Archives) 
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CID photograph of the torso of a fragging 


victim murdered with a Claymore mine. 
(Courtesy of the U.S. National Archives) 
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The wrong man: First Sergeant Warren R. Marine Private Reginald F. Smith, shown 
Furse, USMC. “He was loved by all in the here in a 1979 prison mug shot, fragged 
battery,” one of his subordinates later and killed First Lieutenant Robert T. 
wrote. “He was like a father to us.” Rohweller in 1969. Smith was himself 
(Courtesy of Brian McGinty) murdered in prison in 1982. (Courtesy of 


the Federal Bureau of Prisons) 


The wrong place. Many fragging victims were actually innocent bystanders caught in the 

wrong place at the wrong time. This is the bunker in which Marine First Sergeant Warren 
R. Furse died in 1969. The fragger’s intended target, a lieutenant, was long gone when the 
grenade detonated. (Courtesy of the U.S. National Archives) 


Senate Majority Leader Mike Mansfield 
brought fragging to America’s attention 
after Lieutenant Dellwo’s murder. 
(Courtesy of the Library of Congress) 


A Shu J 
Private Billy D. Smith is all smiles 
after his acquittal of murdering 
Lieutenants Dellwo and Harlan. 
(Reprinted with permission of the 


Associated Press) 


First Lieutenant Thomas A. Dellwo was called “one of the finest 
officers of his grade and rank in the army” and his exceptional record 
speaks for itself. Yet in a moment of insanity, a fragger took his life. A 
West Point yearbook squib about Dellwo, shown here in his 1969 
graduation photo, read: “Tom mastered West Point from the Cross 
Country Course to his math electives. He will always be remembered 
by those who knew him with the deepest admiration and respect.” 
(Courtesy of the United States Military Academy Library) 


United States 
of America 


Congressional Tecord 


PROCEEDINGS AND DEBATES OF THE 92° CONGRESS, FIRST SESSION 


SENATE—Tuesday, April 20, 1971 


The Senate met at 9:45 am. and was 
called to order by Hon. Rosert C, Byrp, 
a Senator from the State of West Vir- 


Bl, 
eorbe Reverend Samuel L. Gandy, dean, 
school of Religion, Howard University, 
Washington, D.C., offered the following 
prayer: 

We gather this day, our Father, as 
citizens and statesmen who are believers 
in a free society, and who seek day in and 
day out within this historic Chamber to 
devote ourselves to the basic goals of 
democratic faith and function. 

We gather afresh this day to further 
the living documents of a free society by 
sustaining within ourselves an honest 
and rigorous exercise of mind and spirit. 
We cherish the privilege which is ours 
to move always in the direction of jus- 
tice and along the pathway of freedom, 
to the end that the endowment of human 
life, under Thee, shall hold priority in all 
our deliberations. 

We beseech Thee, our Father, so to 
strengthen us that our courage shall 
transcend our faintheartedness; and that 
the inevitable debates on vital issues may 
be vigorous as we differ and far from 
folly to dicker, 

May our institutions honor Thee by 
their clarion call to liberty and equality 
and the love of humanity, keeping us 
ever mindful of so glorious a heritage 
and ever loyal to so precious a promise: 
O, Thou, who art the Lord of life and the 
source of our strength. Amen. 


DESIGNATION OF THE ACTING 
PRESIDENT PRO TEMPORE 


The PRESIDING OFFICER. The clerk 
will please read a communication to the 
Senate from the President pro tempore 
(Mr. ELLENDER). 

The legislative clerk read the follow- 
ing letter: 

U.S. SENATE, 
PRESIDENT PRO TEMPORE, 
Washington, D.C., April 20, 1971. 
To the Senate; . 

Being temporarily absent from the Senate, 
I appoint Hon. Rosgert C. Brrp, a Senator 
from the State of West Virginta, to perform 
the duties of the Chair during my absence. 

ALLEN J. ELLENDER, 
President pro tempore. 


Mr. BYRD of West Virginia thereupon 


took the chair as Acting President pro 
tempore, 


THE JOURNAL 


Mr. MANSFIELD. Mr. President, I ask 
unanimous consent that the reading of 
CXVII——684—Part 9 


the Journal of the proceedings of Mon- 
day, April 19, 1971, be dispensed with. 

The ACTING PRESIDENT pro tem- 
pore, Without objection, it is so ordered. 

Mr. MANSFIELD, Mr. President, un- 
less the acting minority leader has some- 
thing to say, I should like to be recog- 
nized at an appropriate time. 

The ACTING PRESIDENT pro tem- 
pore. Does the majority leader seek rec- 
ognition under the standing order, or 
does the Senator from Montana wish to 
be recognized under the order of yester- 
day? 

Mr. MANSFIELD, Under the order of 
yesterday. 

The ACTING PRESIDENT pro tem- 
pore. The Chair thanks the Senator. 


“FRAGGING” IN VIETNAM 


Mr. MANSFIELD. Mr. President, 1 
week ago yesterday, a young constituent 
of my distinguished colleague (Mr. MrEt- 
CALF) and myself, an Army first Neuten- 
ant, was to have ended his tour of duty 
in Vietnam. He was a West Point grad- 
uate, an honor student in high school, 
@ National Merit Scholarship semi- 
finalist, president of his student council 
and of his CYO chapter, and a three- 
sport letterman. He graduated from 
the Military Academy near the top of his 
class, served on the honor committee, 
and, following graduation, completed a 
course in Ranger training. In every re- 
spect, this young Montanan had every 
right and every reason to live, Like many 
other young men today, he volunteered 
for service in Southeast Asia to carry on 
a@ war, not of his making or choice, but 
prosecuted pursuant to policies formed 
and implemented here in Washington. 

On March 15, just 4 weeks before his 
tour was to end, this young Montanan 
was killed. He was not 2 victim of com- 
bat. He was not a casualty of a heli- 
copter crash or a jeep accident. In the 
early morning hours of March 15, the 
first lieutenant from Montana was 
“fragged” to death as he lay sleeping in 
his billet at Bien Hoa. He was murdered 
by a fellow serviceman, an American GI. 
“Fragging” so I have been advised by the 
Secretary of the Army, refers to the 
use of a fragmentation grenade in other 
than a combat situation by one person 
against another to kill or do bodily 
harm. While I carry on my person at all 
times the death and casualty figures aris- 
ing out of this tragic war, none reflect 
expressly the killing and maiming that 
are caused by ‘“‘fragging”—by the act of 
one American serviceman, who, for 
whatever reason, unleashes a grenade 


The first page of the Congressional Record of 
20 April 1971. (Courtesy of the Library of Congress) 


against a fellow American serviceman. 
It is a grim statistic of this war that I 
shall not lose sight of. 

The questions that arise from such ac- 
tions are profound, indeed. What failure 
of order within our Armed Forces, may 
I ask first of all, has produced the kind 
of atmosphere that resulted last year 
alone in 209 “fraggings’—murders of 
one GI by another with weapons that 
are supposed to be used only against the 
Vietnamese enemy? Even more impor- 
tant: What has caused this rather wide- 
spread and total disregard for human 
life and limb among our American sol- 
diers? And what can be done about it? 
Surely, a soldier's access to weapons can 
be curtailed while he is not in a combat 
area. That such is necessary is an un- 
fortunate side effect of this war. The 
Army has found this alternative neces- 
sary, It is being practiced now in Viet- 
nam, But even confiscation of a soil- 
dier’s weapons when not in combat does 
not reach the real problem. The atmos- 
phere that drives an American GI to kill 
his fellow GI or superior is the real prob- 
lem. I feel deeply, however, that the only 
solution is the total dissolution of our in- 
volvement in Indochina. “Fragging”’, I 
fear is just another outgrowth of this 
mistaken and tragic conflict. 

Right now, my thoughts and deepest 
sympathy go out to a young widow and 
to a family back in Montana. Nothing 
can rectify their loss, or the Nation's. 
How inadequate it is to say we hope his 
assassin is apprehended, convicted, and 
receives just punishment for this craven 
act of violence. I have great faith in the 
system of military justice, but justice 
is very little compensation to the loved 
ones he leaves behind. 

My. President, I am in receipt of a 
letter from the mother of this young 
Montanan in which she, in part, has the 
following to say: 

The reason for this letter is to ask your 
help in working for a volunteer army. Sev- 
eral weeks ago, he (her son) told me he did 
not think anyone should be forced to serve 
in our armed forces; and if what we read 
a the paper !s true, I will have to agree with 

m.,. 


I, too, agree with that sentiment. I 
think I should say that I am a cosponsor 
of the bill which seeks to create a volun- 
teer army, based on the recommenda- 
tions of the Gates Commission and the 
President. In that respect I have joined 
with Senator Harriretp and other Sena- 
tors, including the distinguished Senator 
from Arizona (Mr. Gotpwater), to try 
to achieve this end, 

I also received a copy of a letter which 
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A display of racial unity by black soldiers in Vietnam, 15 January 1971. A number of 
fragging incidents were racially motivated. (Reprinted with permission of Corbis) 


U.S. troops exchange heroin vials in Vietnam, July 1971. Drug-related fraggings were 


frequent during the war's latter years. (Reprinted with permission of Corbis) 


Sergeant Diaz’s quarters after the explosion. (Courtesy of Frank J. Steinhebel) 


Sergeant First Class Rafael A. Diaz of the 101st Marine Gunnery Sergeant Fred C. Johnson 
Airborne Division was murdered in 1970 after reveals his injuries after being fragged by 
cracking down on drug use in his unit. Private McDonald in February 1970. 


(Courtesy of Frank J. Steinhebel) (Courtesy of the U.S. Marine Corps) 


Private David K. Locklin (at left with hat) shortly 
before he murdered Captain Scott E. Schneider 
(inset) with a grenade. (Courtesy of Tom Dever 
and Randy C. Dunham) 


The army’s suspect in 
Diaz’s murder: Private 
First Class Theodore 
Gibbs. (Courtesy of 
Frank J. Steinhebel) 


Fragging incidents involving 
American troops and South 
Vietnamese nationals became 
frequent during the war’s latter 
years, and resulted in casualties on 
both sides. In 1971, Specialist Four 
Anthony M. Ambrosino was accused 
of killing a South Vietnamese soldier 
with an M79 grenade launcher but 
an army court-martial acquitted him 
of the charge. (Courtesy of the U.S. 
National Archives) 


Australian units in Vietnam also had their share of fragging incidents. Lieutenant Robert 


T. Convery was one of two Australian officers who were murdered by their subordinates. 
Private Peter D. Allen was convicted of killing the lieutenant, and sentenced to life 
imprisonment. He was paroled in 1980. (Courtesy of the National Archives of Australia) 


On the night of 20 October 1970, Australian Warrant Officer Neville L. Krause of 8 RAR 
entered his living quarters to find this grenade booby-trap awaiting him. Authorities later 
determined that the grenade was inert and surmised that it was intended as a warning. 
Several diggers who had been disciplined by Krause were questioned but the culprit was 
never found. (Courtesy of the National Archives of Australia) 


The fraggers’ worst enemy: 
Major General William K. 
Jones, USMC, architect of 
Operation Freeze. 
(Courtesy of U.S. Marine 


Corps University) 


HEADQUARTERS 
lst Marine Division (-) (Rein), FAP 
FPO San Francisco, California 96602 
DivO 5830.1 
1/HSA/tim 
13 Dec 1970 


DIVISICN ORDER 5830.1 


Frow: Commanding General 
To: Distribution List 


Subj: Standing Operating Procedures for Prevention of Crimes 
of Violence 


Ref: (a) ForO 3120.4 
(o) Divo P8000.T_ 
(ce) DivO 8020.2 _ 


1. Purpose. The purpose of this Order is to establish procedures; 
including coordinative actions, so as to reduce the incidence of 
acts of violence within the lst Marine Division (-) (Rein), FMF. 


2. Cancellation. DivBul 5830 of 2h0ct70 


3. Background. Acts of violence, including such reprehensible 
crimes as murder, rape, assault, and armed robbery, are abhorrent 
in themselves and are particularly deleterious to the efficiency, 
combat effectiveness, and morale of a military command. Especi- 
ally heinous and despicable is the form of assault and attempted 
murder known colloquially as "fragging." Recent Division actions, 
including vigorous implementation of reference (a), have markedly 
improved the investigation and solution of these crimes and the 
bringing to justice of the perpetrators of these acts. However, 
further emphasis must be placed upon the prevention of these acts 
before they occur. 


lh. Information 


a. All camps, cantonments, combat bases and fire support bases 
have designated commanders who have the responsibility to implement 
the provisions of reference (a), colloquially known as "Operation 
Freeze." Vigorous implementation of the provisions of reference (a) 
and this Order shovld result not only in further improvement in the 
epprehension of malefactors, but also should serve as a deterrent 
to premeditated acts of violence. 


ob. The weapons of war, conveniently at hand, provide a ready 
means by which lethal acts of violence can be committed. For ex- 
ample, in almost every incident of "fragging" the instrument used 


The first page of a Marine Corps anti-fragging order. 
(Courtesy of U.S. National Archives) 
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HEADQUARTERS UNITED STATES ARMY VIETNAM 
APO San Francisco 96375 


CIRCULAR 15 May 1971 
NUMBER 190-3 


(Expires 15 May 1972) 
Military Police 
CONTROL OVER FIREARMS AND DANGEROUS WEAPONS 


1. PURPOSE: To provide a procedure to improve control over firearms and dan- 
gerous weapons within this command to eliminate shooting and grenade incidents. 


2. GENERAL: a. The number of shooting and grenade incidents occurring within 
RVN is unacceptable. The loss of life and injury resulting: from intentional use 
of these weapons in attempts to intimidate, assault; and murder, as well as 
accidents, is a growing matter of concern. This circular is designed primarily 
to restrict the availability of firearms and dangerous weapons to those personnel 
who require them to accomplish their duties. In particular, a concerted command- 
wide effort must be made to eliminate the detonation of explosive devices by an 
individual with the intent of:killing or doing bodily harm to the victim(s} or 
intimidating the victim(s). 


b. An analysis of past incidents reveals that many of the young men involved 
did not feel that their leaders had established an atmosphere conducive to dis- 
cussion of problems. The situation had created barriers to communication and 


had generated mistrust and disillusionment on the part of the younger men toward 
their officers and noncommissioned officers. 


c. Positive leadership on the troop level will solve most, but not all, of 
the problems. Officers and noncommissioned officers must actively demonstrate 
their interest and sincere willingness to provide the necessary guidance and 
assistance. The control measures in para 3, below, are a partial solution. The 
resolution of this situation rests in positive unit leadership and supervision. 
This applies equally to combat service support, combat support, and-combat units. 
Discipline, law and order remain a function of this command. 


She 


POLICY: The following will be effective 15 May 71: 


a. Reports of incidents, All incidents involving the use of explosive ; 
‘devices, as defined at Appendix I, for suspected attempted intimidation, asgault, 


or murder are reportable as Serious Incident Reports (SIR) in accordance with 
para 5, USARV Reg 190-47. 


b. Command-wide inventory. 


(1) A one time command-wide inventory of all weapons listed at Appendix I 
will be conducted on 15 Jun 71. A moratorium on issue of these items will be 
in effect from 15 Jun 71 to 22 Jun 71. 


(2) On 15 jun 71 ail issues by ammunition logistical installations, except 
for validated Combat Essentfal (CE), Emergency Resupply (ER), and Tactical 
Emergency (TE) requirements, of DODIC's listed at Appendix I, will cease. This 
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The first page of the army’s anti-fragging order. (Courtesy of 
the U.S. National Archives) 


CASE PROGRESS REPCRP C..S5 NO. 


is INVESTIGATOR a 


2215 hours 
9 JAN 71 


At 2215 hours on 9 JAN 1971 I was notified by the 

D/S that there had been an unauthorized detonation 

of a chemical device, in B CO , 123 AVN'S unit area. 
Preliminary investigation disclosed that on 9 JAN 71 
at approximately 2150 hours ,person(S) unknow detonate 
d a M7A3 CS Grenade near the northeast corner of build 
ing number 54, which is used as the NCO living area. 
Investigation disclosed an informant who may be able 
to identify the subject in this case. The informant 
stated that he came out of inrxiteicmgxnexkex one of the 
buildings in the company area, and ran into building 
number 51 to get a protective mask. While he was in 
building number 51 an individual name unknown came ink 
to the building, and stated I think that I got them 
that time or words to that affect. An attempt was made 
to identify this individual at this time but met with 
negative results. This somtinomak individual may poss- 
bly be identified later, oknmxkkinaixtANx#t on the 10 
ith of Jan 71. There were nine other personal in buil-~ 
ing number 51. They were identified as TATARO, LEIBLE, 
PPERT, WILSON, SHAWVER, MARTIN, LEWIS, HOLLAND, and 
TROMLEY. These personal stated that they had been in 
uilding number 51 all evening and had not seen anyone 
n into the building, and they knew nothing of the 
chemical device being detonated. 


| 0100 hours 


10 JAN 71 stembted to 1ift prints from the N7A3 grenade that 
yas thrown in GO B, 123 AVIi BN area, The prints that 
vere Lifted were not enough for comprising, 

11 JAN 71 ; 

1406 hours Oni, LEpritt, JAS D was identified as the person who 
13d made the statement the nicht that the grenade was 
barom in GG B, Lepetel was fein £4 vas called to the 

ffice at vhich time he yas vrinted, and questioned 
ery oe slauenent treat he had made on the night of 9 
Toy 17). Dap 4a?! stated that he had made the statement 
mu a aid nol shve@r: bem grenade nor did he knar who 
md LAr <r ewicdle., 
12 JAY 1971 
4 1300 hours Qlederiooul cae, 


A military policeman’s report on a 1971 fragging incident. Although an 
informant provided information concerning the crime, and a partial 
fingerprint was lifted from the chemical grenade canister (inset), there 
was not enough evidence to make an arrest. The case was never solved. 


(Courtesy of U.S. National Archives) 


ROBERTS ROY D 


Military investigators were able to identify suspects in many fragging cases, yet relatively 
few convictions were obtained. Specialist Four Roy D. Roberts was accused of throwing a 
grenade at an officer’s tent but the army was unable to convict him. Several months later, 
he was charged with murdering a nine-year-old Vietnamese girl but was again acquitted. 
Private John J. Castro was one of three suspects in a 1971 racial fragging, but investigators 
failed to find enough evidence to support charges. Fellow accused Felix Troche-Perez was 
not so lucky: he was caught with over five pounds of marijuana and sent to the stockade. 
(Courtesy of the U.S. National Archives) 


When military justice failed to stop the 
fraggers, one career soldier took matters 
into his own hands. First Sergeant 
Thomas J. “Top” Vernor, a veteran of 
three wars, shot and killed a young 
enlisted man who had injured two 
NCOs with a grenade in January 1970. 
(Courtesy of Dan Gilotti) 


PAGE @ RUMUJILKSGA53 CONF IT DENTIAL 
5. (G) DATESPLACE OF ACQUISITION! 28 JULY 19741 DANANG 
8, (YU) EVAUATIONS 
'2 (YU) SOURCES DET E, Cl, 8TK MP GP, AND 37TH SIG BN» DANANG 
(U)-REPORT NUMBER! 4040/78/74 
(U) DATE OF REPORT! 281700H 74 
{U) NUMBER OF Pages: 3 
(UY) REFERENCE) Cl SPOT REPORT 
(G) ORIGINATORS TEAM 4, DANANG 
(VY) PREPARED BY FERGUSON! BAN/TEAM 4 


(UY) APPROVING AUTHORITYS Swe2, 1ST MI BN 


(9) SUMMARY! 
A, (U) AMP REFERNCES! AMS SERIES |70245 SCALE 1/50,008; SHEET 
6641 TfT, 

w, (C) SYNOPSIS! THIS 525TH MI GROUP C1 SPOT REPORT CONTAINS 
INFORMATION CONCERNING THE EXPLOSION OF A FRAGMENTATION GRENADE NEAR 
THE BU@ AT S7TH SIGNAL BATTALION, OANANG;, 

G, (GC) NARRATIVES AT APPROXIMATELY @11u HOURS ON 2P JULY 1974) 

A FRAUMENTATION GRENADE WAS DETONATED BY UNKNOWN PERSONS NEAR A BOQ 
AT S7TH SIGNAL BATTALION (37TH SIG), DANANG, RYN, CW2 DAVID ISOM, Se4 
OFFICER AT 37TH S{G, HAD JUST RETIRED FOR THE EVENING WHEN HE HEARD 

A PERSON QUTSJDE HIS WINDQW SAY: "WE GOT HIM," MOMENTS LATER A FRAG 


Fragging incidents involving possible racial or political motives attracted the attention of 
military intelligence. Spot reports (see above and following page) were prepared, and 
suspected radicals were added to the army's “dissident list.” (Courtesy of the U.S. National 


Archives) 
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America’s last Vietnam fragging fatality, First Sergeant Johnny C. Martin, died inside this 
shattered billet in Long Binh in May 1972. (Courtesy of the U.S. National Archives) 


Sergeant Martin is immoralized on the Vietnam Veterans Memorial. 


(Author’s private collection.) 
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threats and simply added them to Aubert’s charge sheet.®° While await- 
ing trial for his unsuccessful attempt to frag a senior NCO, Private First 
Class Israel “Tony” Barrios learned that Corporal Grover H. Smith was 
one of the government's witnesses. Barrios confronted Smith and made 
it clear to him that testifying could be hazardous to his health. “If I get 
a life sentence,” Barrios warned, “your life will end.” The corporal was 
unimpressed, and here, too, the threat returned to haunt the fragger.”° 
Nevertheless, it was not until the latter half of 1970 that the Marine 
Corps drafted an order that formally called for the protection of infor- 
mants. The effect of this measure was that “in one particular case four 
persons thus protected gave information resulting in the conviction of 
four . . . suspects.””! 

The fact that reticence existed among the enlisted ranks to report 
fraggers, particularly in cases where officers or NCOs were attacked, 
also raises the question of whether the incidents enjoyed popular sup- 
port with the troops. Here again one must weigh the societal factors 
that influenced the enlisted culture during the Vietnam era and fos- 
tered a kind of “us-against-them” mentality among the troops toward 
their superiors. Charles Levy points to the extraordinarily low number 
of arrests made in the 3d Marine Division as evidence that fragging 
“had the wide support of enlisted men who were unwilling to assist the 
investigations.”** Although Levy unquestionably champions the frag- 
gers in his book, several other sources do lend a degree of support to 
this view. One is the record of a 1971 congressional subcommittee 
hearing in which this exchange occurs: 


Rep. G. Elliot Hagan: There [are] two or three [fraggings] a month [in 
the] 173d Airborne Brigade. 

General Ochs: We have caught some suspects. ... There are a 
number of people who tell their friends, but anyone in authority has 
never been able to catch them. 

Rep. John E. Hunt: In other words they have excellent security.” 


One particularly revealing CID report regarding a 1972 fragging 
case concluded: “[Perpetrators] of the incident are unknown. Investiga- 
tion revealed that [Captain Lester W.] Gray is disliked by a majority of 
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personnel in the unit because of his strict policies on narcotics.””* In 
fact, transcripts of many CID investigations and courts-martial contain 
testimony from young Gls that seems to support the incidents, but 
whether these statements indicate true solidarity with the fraggers or 
were simply loose talk made out of frustration is open to question. 
From United States v. Crampton: “Probably half the company at the time 
felt that the attempted ‘fragging’ incident might have a good effect.”” 
From United States v. Elliot: “[The witness] heard the accused say that 
he’d ‘like to blow [Captain Murphy] away’ [but] he had also heard quite 
a few other people make the same statement at other times.”°° From 
United States v. Fitzgerald: “Everybody makes threats about the lifers all 
the time.”®’ From United States v. Hurley: “People kept asking me when | 
was going to do it. The morning it happened, everybody came up to me 
smiling and thought | did it.”’* From CID Report of Investigation 70- 
CID958-—43687: “Hey Sarge, aren't you glad that someone finally got 
rid of him?”°? From Unites States v. McCracken: “Nobody in the company 
liked Major Jones.”!°° From United States v. Peterson: “They were all say- 
ing something should be done to Lieutenant Cashman.”'*! From United 
States v. Shirley: “When questioned by the military judge, Sergeant 
Wakeley stated that there were others in the unit who had hard feelings 
toward the victim.” From United States v. Spears: “Neither Private 
Dunn, PFC Jarman, nor PFC Archie considered the talk of ‘fragging’ to 
be serious, since such talk in the company had been commonplace.”!” 
From United States v. Strate: “All witnesses stated that conversations 
about ‘gassing lifers’ were common at Fire Support Base Katum.”!* 
From United States v. Thompson: “Almost everyone in the squadron had 
talked about killing Captain Young at one time or another.”"’> While 
such testimony is certainly suggestive, veteran Joseph M. Kralich was 
on the mark in his assertion that “rumors and myths about fragging 
were told by a few ‘anti-war or ‘anti-military’ soldiers and then repeated 
and modified to fit the situation.”!°° 

Similarly, several of the men who did come forward and offer infor- 
mation to military authorities were motivated solely by self-interest. 
Some did so out of fear of incrimination, having participated in con- 
spiracies or even the fraggings themselves.’ In one case, a crafty CID 
agent duped a potential witness into believing that his fingerprints had 
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been lifted from the spent launcher of a LAW anti-tank rocket that had 
been fired at an officer’s billet. Fearing that he would be charged with 
the crime, the man immediately identified the perpetrator. He had de- 
nied any knowledge of the incident during several previous interroga- 
tions.'°° One man’s motivation for coming forward appears to have been 
self-preservation: as marine investigators probed Lieutenant Rohweller’s 
death, Lance Corporal Brooker was alleged to have said to an officer, 
“TI tell you what happened if you keep me out of the field.”!° 

It should be noted, however, that there were also grenade assaults in 
which the exact opposite was true. After the Dellwo-Harlan murder, 
the CID agent on the scene moved the suspected fragger away from the 
immediate area of apprehension, fearing that the man’s life was in dan- 
ger from other soldiers who were outraged by the attack.!!° Sergeant 
First Class Clyde J. Ball was killed at soon-to-be-infamous Fire Support 
Base Mary Ann in July 1970, and Americal Division member Gary L. 
Noller recalls: “Upon returning to Mary Ann, I [was] told of [Sergeant 
Ball] getting killed in a fragging incident. I heard the story from some- 
one in the mortar platoon. [He] stated something to the effect that [Ball] 
did not deserve to die this way and a few of the guys wanted to find out 
who did it and even the score. I do not know if the guilty party was 
ever identified.”" 

He never was. Shortly after returning to his unit to await trial, ac- 
cused fragger Bruce Perry was himself the target of a grenade attack 
and narrowly escaped injury.'’? After First Sergeant Warren R. Furse 
was murdered, the saddened men of his battery sent his widow so 
many flowers that the bouquets filled a two-and-a-half-ton truck. Ex- 
marines from far and wide continued to write and visit her for years 
after the war.!!> Upon his acquittal for Furse’s murder, Walter Cham- 
bers, Jr., requested a transfer far away {rom his former comrades, writ- 
ing, “I desired to be assigned to a geographic area where | would not 
come into contact with personnel with whom I had served in the 2nd 
Battalion, 11th Marines.”"* As CID agents probed the death of Staff 
Sergeant Paul E. Reed of the 173d Airborne, several junior enlisted men 
voiced their suspicions that Private First Class Frederick J. Osher had 
committed the crime, but since none of them could place Osher near 
Reed’s quarters when the grenade detonated, no charges were filed.'"” 
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During the investigation of another homicide, a private came forward 
and revealed that shortly after the explosion had occurred, a fellow 
soldier had suddenly appeared and begun laughing, saying “Sergeant 
Lutz got it and I hope he dies.”!!° An enlisted man who agreed to be- 
come an undercover informant in a 1970 case told authorities of Private 
First Class Theodore Gibbs’s alleged boasts that he had “committed the 
perfect crime,” which was believed to be a reference to the murder of 
Sergeant First Class Rafael A. Diaz.'!’ It is perhaps fairest to say that 
some fragging incidents did enjoy a measure of acceptance among the 
more radical elements in Vietnam while others did not. This dichotomy 
is best illustrated in the following case, in which an alert soldier actu- 
ally foiled a fragging in progress. 

On the night of 14-15 March 1969, someone fragged First Sergeant 
Clarence J. Carden of Company L (Ranger), 75th Infantry, 101st Air- 
borne Division. Although his billet sustained considerable damage, 
Carden emerged from the attack unscathed and stubbornly resolved to 
remain in the unit. His assailant proved equally determined and at- 
tempted a second assault less than three weeks later. But as the fragger 
approached Carden’s quarters and released his grenade, he was spotted 
by Private First Class Neal E. Rooney, who was walking his interior 
guard post. Well aware of the danger to his sleeping sergeant, Rooney 
valiantly rushed forward and picked up the grenade, which had bounced 
off the structure’s front door and rolled toward him, and tossed it into 
an unoccupied area where it exploded without causing any damage or 
injuries. He then gave chase to the fleeing assailant, firing four shots at 
the shadowy figure before losing him in the darkness.''® Although the 
army was unable to obtain a prosecution in the case, it did recognize 
Rooney’s heroism by awarding him the Soldier’s Medal." 

During the latter years of the war, when crime levels skyrocketed 
despite massive troop withdrawals, agents were swamped with cases. 
“Due to the case load,” Agent Fay wrote, “partnering was not really an 
option. If a case wasn’t workable, you had no choice except to put it 
aside and concentrate on those that were.”!?° Nevertheless, the CID of- 
ten went to great lengths to solve even the most perplexing cases, par- 
ticularly when a fatality was involved. Within hours of Captain Scott E. 
Schneider's murder at LZ Dottie, multiple investigators converged on 
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the base and an arrest was eventually made.!”! In the following case, I 
have reproduced portions of the military police report to provide a pic- 
ture of an investigation from start to finish. 

At approximately 2150 hours on 9 January 1971, person(s) un- 
known detonated a chemical grenade near the senior NCO quarters of 
B Company, 123d Aviation Battalion. Unit NCOs emerged from the bil- 
let after the incident and searched the area, finding the spent grenade 
canister and its spoon. Unfortunately, they neglected to conduct a per- 
sonnel muster that could have revealed a missing soldier, and did not 
notify military police for twenty-five critical minutes. 

It wasn’t until 2215 that military police investigator Donald P. 
O’Neal was informed of the crime. After arriving at the 123d perimeter, 
he began conducting interviews with B Company’s enlisted men. Dur- 
ing one of these sessions, a soldier revealed that after the grenade deto- 
nated, he had overheard an unidentified GI remark, “I sure got them 
good that time.” An initial attempt at identifying the statement’s author 
was unsuccessful, as was O’Neal’s search for usable fingerprints on the 
grenade canister. The investigator persisted, however, and on the after- 
noon of 11 January, the man who had allegedly made the statement, 
door gunner James D. Leppert, was finally identified. Leppert denied 
any involvement in the incident, claiming that he had been in his quar- 
ters playing cards with several other soldiers when he heard the “famil- 
iar ‘pop” of a chemical grenade. After fingerprinting Leppert, O’Neal 
conducted the questioning: 


2 


: What time was it when you heard this familiar pop? 


: I don’t remember what time it was. 


(Se tS) 


: Were you, Tataro, and Martin the only persons in Hooch #51 
when you heard the popping sound? 

: We were the only ones up at that time.... 

: Did you throw the grenade on 9 January? 
No. 

: Do you know who threw the grenade on the night of 9 January in 


(Ot Seg 


Company B? 
No. 
: Is there anyone you suspect of throwing the grenade? 


Q > 
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AND. 

Q: Did you make a statement on the night of 9 January when the 
grenade was thrown that you got them good this time? 

APNG: 

: Did you make any statement after the grenade was thrown? 


OQ 


A: Yes, I made a statement to the fact that they got it good this time, 
or words to that effect. 
: Were you glad that the grenade was thrown at the NCO hooch? 


Be 1 


I don't have any feelings either way about it. 

Q: How long have you been assigned to Company B, 123d Aviation 
Battalion? 

A: I have been there since August 1969. 

Q: Is this the first time a gas grenade has been thrown in the area? 

A: No. 


The absence of physical evidence or eyewitnesses and Leppert’s de- 
nial forced O’Neal to close the case. It was never solved.'”* 


The Role of Military Intelligence 


In addition to the criminal investigators, the intelligence branch also 
played a role in the military’s response to fragging. Senior leadership’s 
fears that that political subversives might enter the ranks and attempt 
to destroy the armed services from within dated back to the time of the 
Russian Revolution. For example, several doughboys serving in the 
American Expeditionary Forces in Europe during and after the First 
World War faced courts-martial for making what were variously de- 
scribed as “disloyal remarks” or “seditious utterances” against the army, 
the president, or the nation.'*? A 1919 stockade riot at Fort Leaven- 
worth was blamed on socialists and “Wobblies,” the latter a reference to 
members of the Industrial Workers of the World, a radical labor 
union.'** During the interwar period, communists were all but ex- 
cluded from the service, especially after passage of the Hatch Act in 
1939. But with the reintroduction of conscription the following year 
and America’s subsequent entry into the Second World War, the gov- 
ernment relented and permitted radicals to enlist. Even then the army 
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remained skeptical, maintaining a watch list of potential subversives, 
and initially barring communists and other “politically disaffected” in- 
dividuals from the officer corps and sensitive assignments. These mea- 
sures were relaxed after U.S.-Soviet relations had warmed and the War 
Department was seeking to avoid offending the Russians, and it was 
only then that nearly one hundred of the most deserving men received 
commissions. With the advent of the Cold War, however, the military’s 
antiradical strictures returned with a vengeance.}”° 

During the Vietnam era, military intelligence exerted considerable 
effort in preventing possible attempts by antiwar groups, extremist po- 
litical parties, and racial militants to infiltrate the armed forces. To keep 
potential dissidents out of Southeast Asia, new recruits and re-enlistees 
were made to complete questionnaires regarding past or current asso- 
ciations they might have had with any of over two hundred groups re- 
ported by the attorney general as “having significance in connection 
with the national security.” The organizations in question bore many 
political stripes, ranging from the Socialist Workers Party to the Ku 
Klux Klan.'*° In cases where such ties were admitted, security investi- 
gations were to be conducted, these usually involving inquiries to the 
Federal Bureau of Investigation. These men were supposed to be barred 
from assignments in Vietnam but the system did not always work 
smoothly in this regard. One soldier, who had allegedly belonged to the 
Progressive Labor Party (PLP) and been expelled from Harvard Univer- 
sity for his actions during campus protests, was about to be shipped to 
the war zone when he was “flagged,” pending an investigation of his 
party membership and “numerous dissident-type activities.” Before in- 
vestigators had even completed their work, however, the man was sent 
to Vietnam anyway and remained there for several months until the 
army decided to return him to the United States.'”” Another soldier 
suspected of PLP membership was also flagged when he received or- 
ders for Vietnam, but here too the army didn't like what it saw and re- 
tained him at Fort Hood, Texas.'?8 An infantryman who made no secret 
of his membership in the Young Socialist Alliance was due to be sent to 
Vietnam when the brass thought better of it and instead transferred 
him to a post where it was felt that he could do little damage: Fort 
Greely, Alaska.'”° 
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Radicals who did make it to Vietnam and were discovered quickly 
became the recipients of intense command attention. Background in- 
vestigations were initiated while the men were reassigned to duties that 
kept them away from classified materials and, it was hoped, precluded 
them from engaging in political activity. A report from the 25th Infan- 
try Division reveals the measures taken against one suspect: “DISCOM 
reported that Gary Franklin Lettman, E-5, alleged member of the Young 
Socialist Alliance (YSA), was under investigation. Lettman is now as- 
signed to a position where he has no access to classified information. 
Investigation has not yet revealed any active attempts by Lettman to 
distribute dissident material in the unit or to recruit members for YSA. 
There has been no indication that Lettman’s membership has aversely 
affected the unit’s operational capability. Finalized investigation will be 
forwarded as soon as possible.”!*° 

In addition, USARV established a “dissident list” in 1969 that con- 
tained the names of soldiers believed to have ties to extremist groups as 
well as those known to have partaken in antiwar or antimilitary ac- 
tions.'! One man was placed on the list after it was learned that he had 
planned an abortive “Fast for Peace” at Pleiku for Thanksgiving 1969.'* 
Several months later, it was noted that he had “distributed leaflets call- 
ing for a protest meeting against orders limiting the number of dogs to 
one per company-sized unit at Camp Radcliff.” A soldier who had been 
arrested by local authorities during the 1970 civil disturbances at Isla 
Vista, California, was also listed.'!** Other men were added to the list 
owing to their involvement in the production of the myriad under- 
ground GI newspapers that emerged during the Vietnam era. One sol- 
dier was mistakenly listed when it was reported that he had posted an 
antiwar placard on his unit’s bulletin board, but when it was learned 
that this information was incorrect, his name was removed. The list 
was kept current by monthly updates that announced new additions as 
well as those previously listed whose Vietnam tours had ended. 

Army intelligence used the same approach in dealing with racial 
militancy. In February 1970, USARV produced a report titled “Efforts 
by Individuals and Militant Groups to Promote Racial Unrest in the 
Army,” which told senior commanders to monitor possible extremist 
activity in their units “on a low-key basis and without publicity.” After 
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Eldridge Cleaver’s article urging black soldiers to kill General Abrams 
and his staff appeared in the 21 March 1970 edition of the Black Pan- 
ther, senior officers were asked to furnish “any information regarding 
distribution of the paper, related activity, and the effect of these activi- 
ties.”'** As was the case with the political dissidents, suspected racial 
extremists were to be assigned nonsensitive duties and monitored by 
their commanders. Private Howard M. Dean, Jr., was believed to have 
been involved in one or more acts of racial violence while stationed in 
Long Binh in 1970. It was decided to transfer him to the 25th Infantry 
Division at Cu Chi where he was placed under surveillance. The 25th 
soon grew tired of him as well, and he was administratively discharged 
from the army.!*° 

Military intelligence elements were involved in analyzing a number 
of the acts of violence that took place during the Vietnamization pe- 
riod. Whenever a fragging or other incident occurred that possessed 
possible racial or political overtones, a team from one of the 525th Mil- 
itary Intelligence Group’s six provisional battalions would visit the 
crime scene and conduct an investigation, usually in cooperation with 
CID elements and unit leadership. A “Counter Intelligence Spot Report” 
would then be submitted on the case, detailing whether politics or race 
were causal to the incident. Since most fraggings went unsolved, efforts 
at determining the perpetrator’s motivations were usually unsuccess- 
ful, and the few surviving spot reports found in army records reveal 
little more than narrative summaries of the crimes. 


Fraggers and Military Justice 


Soldiers and marines charged with fragging offenses were tried under 
military law. The legal system employed by the armed services in Viet- 
nam, the Uniform Code of Military Justice (UCMJ), had been instituted 
during the Truman administration. The system was something of a 
compromise; after sharp criticism of the administration of military jus- 
tice during the Second World War, the UCMJ was designed to provide 
improved due process to the accused and eliminate command influ- 
ence while retaining the tools commanders needed to maintain disci- 
pline. Its architects believed the system was “as applicable and as 
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workable in time of war as in time of peace,” and Vietnam certainly put 
this thesis to the test.’*° 

Accused fraggers were usually charged with attempted murder or 
aggravated assault (UCMJ Articles 80 and 128, respectively). Those 
who succeeded in killing their victims answered to Article 118, pre- 
meditated murder. Communicating a threat, which fell under the (liter- 
ally) catchall Article 134, was a familiar feature on men’s charge sheets, 
as were conspiracy charges in cases involving multiple assailants. Gen- 
eral courts-martial, which were reserved for the most serious military 
offenses, were normally convened in fragging cases. These courts were 
empowered to impose the severest of punishments, including death 
sentences. 

The UCMJ worked well during the early years of the Vietnam War, 
when disciplinary infractions were few and military lawyers’ caseloads 
were manageable. But with the sharp rise in crime during Vietnamiza- 
tion, military attorneys were inundated with cases. Major General 
George S. Prugh, judge advocate general of the U.S. Army, wrote: “With 
the rapid troop buildup, the military attorneys trying couris-martial in 
Vietnam labored under a staggering caseload. Time imposed unrelent- 
ing pressure on all who were involved with a case. Given the twelve- 
month tour of duty in Vietnam, it was an unusual case that did not 
involve at least a few key persons who were due to rotate back to the 
United States in a short time. . . . Under the best of conditions the prep- 
aration of a case for trial requires a formidable amount of work and a 
reasonable amount of time. In the Vietnam war zone, there were aggra- 
vations enough to frustrate the most placid attorney.”!*” 

Prugh offered the statistics in Table 6 (see page 163) as proof. 

To lend a degree of context to these figures, the Americal Division 
will be cited here as an example. In 1970 alone, 5,567 courts-martial 
and nonjudicial punishments under Article 15 of the UCMJ were ad- 
ministered in the division. And just as the criminal investigators had 
learned, problems unique to Vietnam could make prosecutions diffi- 
cult. Some courts-martial were not tried until several months after the 
alleged crime was committed, so witnesses often had to return to Viet- 
nam after having completed their twelve-month tours and having ro- 
tated out of Southeast Asia. “Many witnesses are simply lost,” admitted 


The Military’s Response 163 


Table 6 

General Special Summary Nonjudicial 

courts-martial courts-martial courts-martial punishment 
Year tried tried tried administered 
1968 302 6,798 2,119 59,178 
1969 Sif Woe 2a) 66,702 
1970 300 4,964 597 64,534 
1971 350 3,678 434 ae or 
1972 ihe 114 187 3,283 


one attorney. “We have not tried one major case where both prosecu- 
tion and defense has not been hurting for witnesses.”’*® The interna- 
tional date line was responsible for weakening a trial counsel’s case in 
one court-martial when a witness summoned from the United States 
arrived in Vietnam to testify, only to find that the trial had already 
ended, as someone had forgotten that Vietnamese time is one day ahead 
of the Western Hemisphere. The accused was acquitted.!*® In another 
lost court-martial, two key prosecution witnesses admitted that they 
“had been addicted to heroin and were going through withdrawal” 
when the fragging occurred. One of them testified that he was “some- 
what confused” about the incident because he was “coming down from 
heroin” and that his decision to testify came after he and a friend “drew 
straws from a hat.”’*® Although these problems were thrust upon de- 
fense counsel as well as prosecutors, it was the latter who were tasked 
with obtaining the burden of proof in their cases. To further complicate 
matters, a number of accused fraggers secured the representation of 
seasoned civilian attorneys (these usually paid for by their families) 
who journeyed to Vietnam to provide their services,’ as well as the 
Saigon-based Lawyers’ Military Defense Committee (LMDC). Founded 
in 1970 by several antiwar attorneys, the LMDC volunteered pro bono 
legal representation to poor, mostly minority offenders.'** And when all 
else failed, letters of complaint were frequently dispatched to home dis- 
trict legislators alleging myriad abuses.’* 

Defense counsel employed a number of different courtroom “tac- 
tics” in fragging cases. Since most fraggings were aimed at officers and 
NCOs, one of their primary concerns was command influence. In units 
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that sustained large numbers of grenade incidents, motions were some- 
times made for changes of venue, the defense attorneys arguing that the 
accused would be precluded from receiving fair treatment in these 
“hostile” environments. During a fragging court-martial convened in 
the Americal Division, the defense counsel (awkwardly) reasoned: “If a 
situation is such in a command where there is sufficient prejudice and 
hostility against an accused or a particular type of crime. there may be 
a motion for a change .. . of venue... . The number of fragmentation 
grenade incidents we have in this division and the basic problem in- 
volved in the feeling of this command is a matter of general discussion 
in this command; that there are fragmentation [grenade] incidents, ob- 
viously since many of these incidents are directed towards officers, 
which would also affect the court.”!** 

Venue changes were rare during the Vietnam era, and indeed the 
tactic failed in this instance.'*? Similar attempts in the fragging-plagued 
lst and 3d Marine Divisions were also unsuccessful.'*° Yet a judge in 
the lst Cavalry Division approved such a motion in United States v. 
Smith and the trial was moved from Vietnam to Fort Ord, California.'” 
Passage of the Military Justice Act of 1968 established an independent 
trial judiciary within the armed forces and the new position of military 
judge, which permitted defendants the option of being tried “judge 
alone,” the military equivalent of the civilian bench trial.’** The accused 
could now leave their legal fates in the hands of military judges rather 
than court members, as the latter were usually officers or senior NCOs 
who likely possessed strong opinions about offenses such as fragging. 
A study of this procedure conducted by the U.S. Army Judiciary found 
that during the last quarter of 1969 and the first quarter of 1970, over 
80 percent of the accused tried by general and special court-martial 
opted for courts without members.'*? Of the sixty-five surveyed frag- 
gers who were tried after the act’s implementation, at least forty-two, or 
some 64 percent, are known to have made this request. On the other 
hand, LMDC attorney Joseph Remcho opted for full courts in his cases 
but attempted with unusual success to have junior enlisted men ap- 
pointed as members. He charged that the services deliberately excluded 
low-ranking servicemen from the selection process, thus guaranteeing 
that courts would be composed exclusively of officers and NCOs. This 
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procedure, he argued, failed to provide his young enlisted clients with 
juries of their “peers.”!°° During a court-martial involving a fragging 
in the army’s 571st Ordnance Company, Remcho managed to have 
several junior enlisted men appointed to the court, including one who 
appeared in the courtroom wearing a large peace medallion. Not sur- 
prisingly, the defendants were acquitted.) 

The penalties for fragging offenses were severe. The typical con- 
victed fragger could expect to receive a bad-conduct or dishonorable 
discharge, forfeit all pay and allowances, and be reduced to the lowest 
enlisted grade. The periods of imposed confinement varied from case 
to case, ranging in length from three months to life. Nearly two-thirds 
of the men pleaded guilty at trial, often to reduced charges in order to 
receive lighter sentences. Those convicted of premeditated murder 
faced mandatory sentences of death or confinement at hard labor for 
life, although military prosecutors rarely sought capital punishment, as 
Marine Corps trial counsel W. Hays Parks explained: 


To the best of my recollection of my service from 1966 to 1969, there 
was little consideration given to trial of a case as a capital case. We 
knew a capital case had to be near perfect in order for a sentence to 
survive the appeals process, and most of us were pessimistic that such 
a sentence would ever be carried out; it had been such a long time 
since anyone had been executed in the naval service, and domestic 
[civilian] executions had declined if not ceased. However, that was of 
little assurance to some accused, and as a prosecutor I often would 
agree not to try a case as capital if the accused would plead guilty. It 
didn’t always work, as defense counsel had a pretty good idea sense for 


what was possible or probable.’ 


Indeed, no death sentences were imposed upon the men in this 
study. 

The convicted fraggers were transferred to military confinement fa- 
cilities in the United States to serve their sentences. For soldiers, this 
usually meant the United States Disciplinary Barracks at Fort Leaven- 
worth, Kansas, while Marine Corps prisoners were normally dispatched 
to the Naval Disciplinary Command at Portsmouth, New Hampshire. 
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Several of the murderers who received long sentences and were consid- 
ered to be poor candidates for rehabilitation were subsequently trans- 
ferred to civilian institutions within the federal prison system.’”* 
Despite the severity of their sentences, few of the convicted fraggers 
served more than a fraction of their adjudged terms of confinement. 
This was due in part to decisions reached at the appellate level, both in 
the services’ own courts of review and the civilian-staffed Court of Mil- 
itary Appeals. A considerable number of convictions were overturned, 
resulting in the dismissal of charges or orders for new trials. In his 
analysis of this process, Lieutenant Colonel Gary D. Solis wrote, “The 
rehearings were cases originally tried in the combat zone in which the 
result had been set aside upon appellate review. Problems of proof in- 
herent in retrying offenses long past, committed at scenes far away, of- 
ten led to ‘not guilty’ findings.”** In the 1977 rehearing of Private 
Claude B. Johnson, for example, prosecutors at Fort Leavenworth were 
unable to produce several key witnesses, including a friend of John- 
son’s who had been convicted of a lesser charge in connection with the 
case and refused to testify without a grant of immunity, another ex- 
soldier who declined to appear voluntarily and was not amenable to 
service of process because he lived and worked in Saudi Arabia, and a 
Vietnamese national who presumably lived in communist Vietnam, a 
country with which the United States maintained neither diplomatic nor 
commercial relations. As a result, the murder charge was dismissed.’” 
Appellate judges remedied minor procedural errors found to be 
prejudicial to the accused by reassessing sentences. In some instances, 
they even reduced the awarded terms of confinement whether such er- 
rors were present or not. “The appellant’s threats against his superior 
officer strike at the very heart of military discipline in a combat zone 
and at a time when the incident rate of ‘fragging’ of superiors by subor- 
dinates is on the increase,” wrote one jurist during an appeal of 1971's 
United States v. Creek. “It takes little imagination to visualize the chaos 
and utter breakdown in discipline that would ensue if superiors are 
subjected to the continuing terror of assassination by subordinates who 
do not believe that they are amenable to orders or otherwise resent au- 
thority.” Yet in spite of this rhetoric, the court opted to shave a year off 
Private Creek’s three-year prison sentence, citing the conclusions of an 
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army psychiatrist who found that Creek “appears to have lived a very 
chaotic life” and opined that neither Creek nor the government would 
benefit from prolonged confinement.’ After reviewing Thomas W. 
Fowler’s court-martial and rejecting his appellate defense counsel’s as- 
signments of error, the Naval Court of Military Review affirmed his 
murder conviction but demurred on his life sentence. “We do not be- 
lieve that society’s interests would better be served by confining this 
young Marine for the rest of his life. Accordingly, only so much of the 
sentence as provides for confinement at hard labor for 25 years. . . is 
affirmed.” The Naval Clemency and Parole Board further reduced Fowl- 
ers sentence and he was released after serving less than eight years in 
prison.'*” 

One man who had exhausted the formal appeals process attempted 
to obtain redress through the use of several legal maneuvers. After two 
appellate courts affirmed his life sentence, Gary A. Hendrix filed an 
Article 138 “Complaint of Wrongs” to the Secretary of the Navy, alleg- 
ing inadequacy of counsel and lack of jurisdiction of his court-martial. 
Among other things, Hendrix argued that he could not remember com- 
mitting the murder and that his assigned military defense counsel and 
psychiatrists had “brainwashed” him into believing that he had. He 
also blamed his lawyer for failing to obtain a change of venue in the 
case. When this effort proved unsuccessful, he submitted a writ of ha- 
beas corpus to the Court of Military Appeals claiming the same errors. 
This too was denied, and Hendrix subsequently filed suit in the United 
States Court of Claims. Although this venue did not possess the requi- 
site authority to restore him to duty, it could determine that his dis- 
charge had been illegally awarded and thus entitle him to back pay.'*® 
Accordingly, Hendrix requested that he be released from confinement, 
awarded an honorable discharge, and granted back pay and allowances 
owing to the allegedly unconstitutional deficiencies in his court-martial. 
The court was unmoved and ultimately dismissed the case.'”” 

Good conduct time and paroles further reduced imposed penalties. 
As he passed sentence on fragger Ignacio Garcia, a military judge told 
the accused, “I’m sure with good behavior here in the future you will 
serve nothing like five years’ time.” The judge’s words proved to be pro- 
phetic: the convening authority in the case reduced the sentence to four 
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years in accordance with a pretrial agreement, and Garcia was released 
from confinement after serving less than eighteen months.’ In fact, 
the men’s behavior while in confinement had much to do with the 
amount of time they spent behind bars. The cases of murderers Thomas 
J. Benoit and William E. Sutton may serve as examples in this regard. 
Both were sentenced to life imprisonment for their crimes, but their 
post-trial conduct played significant roles in the amount of prison time 
they served. At Benoit’s post-trial interview, the staff judge advocate 
described him as “courteous and responsive” and praised his appear- 
ance and bearing. While in the stockade, he acted as an orderly and 
expressed remorse for his actions. In announcing its sentence at the 
court-martial, all of the court members and even the military judge 
submitted individual petitions for clemency. He was paroled after serv- 
ing less than four years.’*' Private Sutton also received clemency rec- 
ommendations at his trial, but his behavior while in confinement was 
quite different than Benoit’s. During one seven-month period, he was 
“involved in multiple incidents including failure to stand count, [being] 
out of place, [possessing] contraband, lying to a guard, [engaging in] 
homosexual abuse, attempting to procure homosexual acts, [making] 
homosexual threats, failling] to stand by for an officer, communicating 
threats, and assault.” He was subsequently transferred to the federal 
prison system and served the better part of thirty years behind bars.! 


As discipline eroded in Vietnam during the early 1970s, debates over 
such issues as pretrial confinement, the legal definitions of what consti- 
tuted “inspections” and “searches,” and the length of time required to 
process cases led some officers and NCOs to lose faith in the military 
justice system.'®’ “There is growing concern,” wrote one senior officer, 
“that the UCM] is becoming more of an antagonist than an ally in ef- 
forts to control discipline and has led to weakness in the chain of com- 
mand.” “A belief exists that some courts have become permissive of bad 
discipline and overzealous in protecting the individual at the expense 
of the collective needs of the military structure. In addition, long delays 
in accomplishing final action on disciplinary cases are destroying the 
deterrent value of prompt punishment.”!% 
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Since the war’s end, a number of senior leaders have gone as far as 
condemning the Uniform Code of Military Justice in Vietnam. In 
1975, retired Generals Westmoreland and Prugh published a now- 
famous article in a prominent civilian law journal that criticized the 
UCMJ and recommended a number of changes. They concluded: 


The Uniform Code of Military Justice is not capable of performing its 
intended role in times of military stress. . . . Itis presently too slow, too 
cumbersome, too uncertain, indecisive, and lacking in the power to 
reinforce accomplishment of the military mission, to deter misconduct, 


or even to rehabilitate.! 


Transition to the All-Volunteer Force 


As the U.S. military departed from Vietnam, it underwent a profound 
organizational change. Shortly before the 1968 presidential election, 
Republican Party candidate Richard M. Nixon had announced his in- 
tention to end the draft and form a new all-volunteer force. Once in 
office, he ordered the services to carry out the initiative. While young 
men across the nation who were dreading induction rejoiced at the 
news, the military viewed it with concern. With the exception of a brief 
period following the Second World War, the armed forces, and the 
army in particular, had depended on conscription as an essential source 
of personnel since President Franklin D. Roosevelt had signed the Se- 
lective Service and Training Act in 1940. By the late 1960s, the mili- 
tary’s unpopularity among young Americans led many to believe that 
the services would be unable to find enough qualified recruits to fill the 
ranks. To be sure, many senior officers, including General Westmore- 
land, believed that military service was an obligation of citizenship and 
favored the draft’s retention. Others feared that the formation of an all- 
volunteer force would result in the military becoming an employer of 
last resort in which the poor and minority groups would be greatly 
overrepresented. 

In their efforts to attract new recruits, the services endeavored to 
make military life more amenable. Junior enlisted pay was increased 
and bonuses were offered to lure men into hard-to-fill positions in the 
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combat arms. In what became known as the VOLAR, or the Volunteer 
Army program, commanders of selected installations in the United 
States and Europe were encouraged to experiment with new methods 
aimed at keeping their subordinates in the service. Facilities were up- 
graded and those duties that were seen as unnecessary nuisances, most 
notably kitchen police, were all but eliminated.'®’ To the horror of the 
remaining old-timers from the days of the “brown boot army,” such 
controls as off-post passes and bed checks were eliminated, and hair- 
cut regulations were relaxed.'®* These measures were controversial to 
say the least and led to charges that the military was becoming too soft 
with its men.!® In response to the critics, those involved with creating 
the all-volunteer force argued that the new army they envisioned would 
be more professional than its conscripted predecessor. In truth, they 
also knew that the reforms they were implementing were of fundamen- 
tal necessity: without them, the army’s continued existence was in 
jeopardy. 

Even with these new measures, the army struggled to meet its per- 
sonnel quotas as the draft neared its end. Fearing the worst, Congress 
dramatically cut active army strength, reducing it to its lowest level 
since the dark days of the “New Look” policy in the late 1950s. To fill 
the remaining vacancies, recruiting command was greatly expanded 
and the first attempts at radio and television advertising were made. In 
addition, increasing numbers of women were accepted into the Wom- 
en’s Army Corps.'”? Despite these actions, the army’s personnel short- 
age continued into the early 1980s. The war in Vietnam might have 
gone away, but its stigma remained. 


Did Fragging Affect Low-Level Military Decision-Making? 


One intriguing aspect of the fragging phenomenon is the question of 
whether fragging affected low-level military decision-making. Vietnam 
literature seems to believe that it did, although some authors differ on 
the level of its influence. Eugene Linden wrote, “Through intimidation 
and threats—verbal and written—and scare-stories, fragging is influ- 
ential to the point that virtually all officers and NCOs have to take into 
account the possibility of fragging before giving an order to the men 
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under them.”’”’ Joseph Remcho of the LMDC was more modest, saying, 
“Commanders are not operating under the assumption that there will 
be a plot to get them if they get tough with their men, but they are all 
particularly aware that ‘fragging’ exists.”!”? Lieutenant Colonel Robert 
L. Drudik, who led the Ist Battalion, 7th Cavalry in 1970, wrote, “The 
weak officer or NCO will succumb to these threats, thus allowing the 
rabble to have its way. The tough commander or NCO may end up 
dead or maimed, as were Captain Carvolth and 1SG Gilland.”!? 

It is true that fragging did intimidate at least some leaders in Viet- 
nam, and its effect was most likely felt in regard to the enforcement of 
minor regulations unrelated to the combat mission, although these are 
often relaxed in such an environment in any case. When one general 
attempted to crack down on indiscipline within his command, USARV 
Chief of Staff Charles M. Gettys cautioned against pushing too hard: 


Your positive approach to enforcing the standards of appearance and 
discipline and order is commendable. Improved standards may rea- 
sonably be expected to result. However, I do have some reservations 
concerning the appropriateness of such an ambitious program con- 
ducted within such a short time frame. Your program, energetically 
implemented, may reasonably be expected to yield a backlash of com- 
plaints, Congressional inquiries, threats and use of explosive devices 


against the enforcers, and increased drug usage.'” 


After Captain Schneider was murdered in 1970, military policeman 
John “Dutch” De Groot observed, “My partner and I calmed things 
down and turned everything over to the CID agents. I remember a 
young second lieutenant who was very nervous and the only advice I 
could give him was ‘Don't aggravate your troops.’ When I look back on 
this I guess that it probably did not [encourage him to reenlist] in the 
army.”’° With regard to fragging and drug enforcement, an NCO in the 
173d Airborne told a group of visiting congressmen, “It’s hard to catch 
the guys and once you get him, then you've got to worry about your 
own self... . You have the problem of nailing them and if you can’t nail 
them, then you've got the worry of sleeping at night.”!”° Some leaders 
refused to submit to the “coercion” but prepared for the worst. “[I] used 
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to sleep with my gas mask in Division HQ,” Brigadier General Theo- 
dore C. Mataxis of the Americal Division admitted. “[The] disaffected 
and druggies would pop tear gas grenades upwind.”'’’ Testimony from 
United States v. Rosine is similar: “Captain Reams indicated that he did 
not sleep in his hooch on the evening of 25 October 1971, because he 
feared it would not be safe.”!”® After First Sergeant Johnny C. Martin 
was murdered, his Vietnamese domestic testified: 


When the first sergeant was still alive, he seemed to be worried about 
his personal security. He usually said to me that he was straight and 
serious so he was hated by the Gls, mostly the soul brother Gls. He 
often advised me to lock up the door any time I departed the room, 
and to... not enter his room when he still slept in the morning; if he 
was startled in his sleep he would assault me as his hostile. And I usu- 
ally saw him putting some sticks or [a] knife near his bed. One day 
before his death, he . .. moved his bed.” 


A number of particularly daring officers actually forced the issue 
and faced down their would-be assailants. Lieutenant General Victor 
H. Krulak described the actions taken by his son, company commander 
and future Marine Corps commandant Charles C. Krulak, when he 
was threatened: 


My youngest son told me that shortly after he took over his company . . . 
that he was a little rough on the troops in terms of their day-to-day activ- 
ity. A young Negro PFC observed to him that this wasn’t the way to help 
in longevity. He said, not knowing any better, “I grabbed him by the 
shirt and hit him and said, ‘You son-of-a-bitch, if you ever say anything 
like this to me or anybody else around here, I'll kill you.” 

He said, “I didn’t mean it, but the man collapsed and I did not send 
him back to... our rear echelon, which was the common thing to do 
to get him out of your hair. I kept him there and watched him and he 
was not only obedient, he was terrified.”!®° 


Since so many Vietnam fragging assaults were aimed at officers and 
NCOs, some have asked whether members of the leadership corps ever 
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attempted to retaliate in kind against their subordinates. In his book 
Flower of the Dragon: The Breakdown of the U.S. Army in Vietnam, journal- 
ist Richard Boyle claimed to have proof that officers engaged in this 
practice, which he called “counterfragging.” During a wartime inter- 
view with Brigadier General Theodore C. Mataxis, who had briefly 
served as the acting commander of the Americal Division, Boyle raised 
the question of possible retaliation by unit leaders. He later transcribed 
excerpts from the conversation in his book: 


Then sometime in 1969, Mataxis said, the lifers began their own frag- 
ging against the enlisted men. The officers, he explained, had lost faith 
in the Judge Advocate General's office and had decided to take matters 
into their own hands. 

“What could I tell them?” he asked, somewhat sadly. 

I had heard stories about counterfraggings before, but this was the 


first time I had confirmation from a U.S. general.!*! 


Yet another reporter, William Shawcross of the Sunday Times, attrib- 
uted similar statements to Mataxis.'* When I asked the general about 
his remarks, he admitted to meeting with Boyle and “philosophizing 
about the war,” but categorically denied confirming the practice of 
“counterfragging.” He wrote, “You will note [that] he quotes me as say- 
ing ‘sometime in 1969. [From] 1968 to 1970, I was in Iran. I didn’t ar- 
rive back in Vietnam until the summer of 1970! And in the time I was 
in the Americal I never even heard a hint of ‘counterfragging”! | told 
him that... if an NCO had a close friend killed by fragging I could 
conceive of a ‘revenge counterfragging.’”!® 

While it is evident that General Mataxis offered some loose com- 
mentary on the subject, there is little material evidence to support the 
existence of so-called counterfragging, either in the Americal Division 
or any other U.S. military organization in Vietnam. Of all the grenade 
assaults outlined in the military police desk blotters, Serious Incident 
Reports, CID studies, and other documentation | have assembled, no 
commissioned officer is listed as even a possible suspect in any grenade 
attack on a lower-ranking soldier. I have found a handful of instances 
in which junior NCOs were fragging suspects, but in only one case was 
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a sergeant accused of targeting his subordinates. On the night of 13 
March 1970, an explosion occurred inside a bunker manned by para- 
troopers of the 173d Airborne Brigade, killing teenaged enlisted men 
Douglas R. Roest, Allan Ruttiman, and Thomas Urquhart. Sergeant 
David W. Goings, a twenty-one-year-old “shake-and-bake” NCO from 
Ohio, reported that a communist rocket had struck the bunker, but 
other men in the unit had their doubts. An NCO and several enlisted 
men eventually came forward and told a chaplain of their suspicions 
that the explosion had been caused not by enemy action but by a Clay- 
more mine detonated by Goings himself. On previous occasions, they 
claimed, Goings had referred to the victims as “potheads” whom he 
“had to get rid of,” and he was seen near the bunker just before the ex- 
plosion took place. Because the information was not regarded as privi- 
leged, the chaplain informed the battalion commander of the story and 
a CID investigation was initiated. For his own part, Goings denied that 
he had caused the explosion and a search of the area uncovered a frag- 
ment that he claimed was part of the enemy rocket. Investigators also 
located several Claymore mine detonators but these were found inside 
the bunker. Sufficient evidence was eventually assembled to refer the 
case to trial but a general court-martial acquitted Goings of all charges.'** 

Although counterfragging never really seems to have gotten off the 
ground, there was one case of “rough justice” administered by a senior 
NCO upon a suspected fragger shortly after a grenade incident oc- 
curred. Nineteen-year-old Private Eugene Hood of the 1st Cavalry Divi- 
sion was about to be administratively discharged from the army when 
he threw a grenade at an NCO billet, injuring three sergeants. Not sat- 
isfied with this result, he grabbed an M16 rifle and began menacing his 
victims, two of whom were now lying on stretchers awaiting medical 
evacuation. An alert soldier who happened upon the scene managed to 
disarm Hood by knocking the weapon out of his hands but the show 
was over when First Sergeant Thomas J. “Top” Vernor appeared. Never 
one to suffer indiscipline in the ranks, Vernor raised his own rifle and 
emptied half a magazine into Hood’s chest, killing him instantly. The 
CID investigated the shooting and questioned several eyewitnesses, in- 
cluding Private Johnny C. Gordon, an acquaintance of Hood’s. Gordon 
admitted that his friend had thrown the grenade but swore that Hood 
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was unarmed when Vernor killed him. The CID agreed, concluding 
that the shooting was indeed unlawful. Ultimately, however, it was the 
unit commander's decision whether to believe Private Gordon, who 
was considered to be “below the standards of a soldier,” or Top Vernor, 
who had fought in the Second World War, the Korean War, and served 
three tours in Vietnam while earning two Silver Stars, four Purple 
Hearts, and numerous other decorations. “The Commanding Officer 
exercised his prerogative and did not take action against Vernor,” read 
the final report. Case closed.'® A similar incident had occurred in the 
same division only weeks before when another first sergeant, angry 
over a fragging that had just occurred, hunted the assailant with a shot- 
gun and fired a blast into a troop bunker. An officer assigned to inves- 
tigate the incident recommended that the sergeant be reprimanded for 
his actions, but when it was learned that the NCO in question had been 
awarded the Medal of Honor during a previous tour of duty in Viet- 
nam, it is doubtful that anyone volunteered for the job.'®* 


Fragging and Tactical Operations 


There were a handful of occasions when particularly bloody fragging 
incidents disrupted small unit leadership. On the evening of 20 Octo- 
ber 1969, B Company, 4/23d Infantry, was preparing to depart on an 
airmobile mission when a hand grenade was thrown into an officer 
billet. Killed in the blast was the company’s executive officer, twenty- 
year-old First Lieutenant John D. Revier. In addition, the company 
commander, Captain Frederick A. Drew, was injured, as were platoon 
leaders James Kent and John S. Parrott. Captain Drew remained on 
duty with the unit but was forced to borrow an officer from another 
company and appoint several sergeants as temporary platoon leaders 
until replacements could be obtained.'*’ Investigators suspected Spe- 
cialist Five Willie J. Reed of committing the crime, but were unable to 
accumulate sufficient evidence to obtain a conviction.'*® During the 
early morning hours of 28 November 1969, both the troop commander 
and first sergeant of HHC, 1/7th Cavalry, were severely injured by a 
grenade. Later that same day, a fragger nearly took out the entire leader- 
ship corps of the 178th Maintenance Company. 
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Similarly, there were a few instances in which grenade incidents di- 
rectly affected combat operations. In the Revier murder, the Tay Ninh 
base camp was locked down for several days as CID agents conducted 
their investigation, thus delaying the planned airmobile operation. As 
agents arrived in Phu Bai to investigate the 1970 murder of Sergeant Ra- 
fael L. Diaz, the 101st Airborne Division’s 47th Infantry Platoon (Scout 
Dog) was confined to its unit area for the duration of the probe. As a re- 
sult, one former platoon member recalled, operations in the field were 
cancelled “for about a week” as the investigation ran its course. There 
was one incident, however, in which a unit’s tactical commitment actu- 
ally precluded the CID from conducting an investigation. On the night of 
11 July 1969, a grenade was thrown into a tent at the Cua Viet R@R Cen- 
ter, killing Private First Class Ralphael S. Yokoi and injuring seven oth- 
ers. But because Yokoi’s unit, B Company of the 4th Marines, was slated 
to begin Operation William’s Glade on the following day, investigators 
were never called to the scene. Several weeks after the murder, an infan- 
try officer conducted an informal administrative investigation of the inci- 
dent and the case was closed without further action.'®° 

During the latter years of the war, officers were sometimes forced to 
bargain for their men’s consent before undertaking combat operations 
in the field. “Working it out” or “talking it out,” the euphemisms by 
which this practice was known, referred to the give-and-take that oc- 
curred between leaders and their troops when the latter were reluctant 
to fight.'°° The fact that such incidents occurred at all suggests that 
leaders generally did not shirk from assigning potentially hazardous 
tasks to their units, and it was during one such refusal that a grenade 
incident was narrowly avoided in the 101st Airborne Division. 

Following his disciplinary transfer to D Company, 2/506th Infan- 
try, Private Robert E. Edwards quickly earned a reputation as a trouble- 
maker. Within days of his arrival in the unit, he began urging fellow 
black soldiers to refuse field duty. Noting that he had only received a 
suspended court-martial sentence for doing so in his previous outfit, he 
exhorted others to follow his lead. On the evening of 4 October 1968, 
only hours before the company was scheduled to begin a combat op- 
eration, two men, Specialist Four Ernest Cooper and Private Charles 
Hatcher, agreed. 
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The unit's leadership was quick to learn of the pair’s intentions. First 
Lieutenant Paul D. Amato, a new platoon leader, spoke to the men in an 
attempt to change their minds. Cooper, whose brother had been 
wounded in Vietnam a short time before, wasn’t listening. 


“Tm scared,” Cooper said. “I don’t want to go back to the field.” 
“I need you,” the lieutenant cajoled. “I can’t leave you in the rear.” 


Amato also discussed the problem with the company commander, 
Captain Charles E. Nation. Known as an able field commander and 
strict disciplinarian, Nation had little patience for dissent in his ranks. 
“This is nonsense,” the captain scowled. “I don’t want to hear anything 
about people not going to the field. Tie them up and throw them on the 
helicopter. Do you understand?” 

ves, Sites 

On the following morning, as the company prepared to depart, 
Cooper and Hatcher resolved to remain behind, despite warnings from 
several command figures. They approached their squad leader, Ser- 
geant William G. Holland, and voiced their grievances. 

“m too short,” said Cooper, whose tour in Vietnam was nearing 
its end. 

“Tm scared,” said Hatcher. 

The group was soon joined by Private Edwards, who just wasn’t 
going. 

Holland summarily dismissed Edwards and sent him off to his pla- 
toon. He then had Cooper and Hatcher gather their equipment while 
he secured their weapons. After the pair was ordered to join their unit, 
the men moved to a position near the company formation but did not 
fall in. Then Lieutenant Amato arrived. 

“You're going to the field whether you like it or not,” announced the 
lieutenant. 

“Pll kill the first man who lays his hands on me!” warned Cooper. 

“Sergeant Holland, get the rope.” 

Amato grounded the equipment he was carrying and ordered sev- 
eral other soldiers to do the same. “You're not going to hog-tie me!” 
cried Cooper. Other platoon members began urging the rebellious pair 
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to obey the lieutenant. Although Cooper remained defiant, they had 
more luck with Hatcher, whom they soon persuaded to change his 
mind. It was then that Edwards, who had observed the incident from 
his platoon, broke ranks and burst into Amato’s formation. 

“When did the army start tying people up?” he demanded. “I’m not 
going to let you hog-tie my brothers and force them to go to the field.” 

“You're not in this platoon,” snapped Amato. “Move out!” 

By the time Sergeant Holland returned with the rope, the confronta- 
tion had degenerated into the type of trash talking for which servicemen 
are famous. 

“Pll whip any man’s ass that lays a hand on me or any one of them,” 
said Edwards. 

“Any man in my platoon can whip your ass,” Amato retorted. “Even 
Sergeant Holland standing right here by you. Try him.” 

Holland dropped the rope and prepared to square off when Edwards 
stepped back and pulled a grenade from his pocket. 

“You'll all go up with me if you try to tie us up!” threatened Ed- 
wards. 

“Cowards!” screamed Amato. “You're a disgrace to the army!” 

Shortly after Edwards produced the grenade, Major Freddie Boyd, 
the battalion executive officer, bravely approached the formation and 
ended the standoff, ordering that Edwards and Cooper be taken into 
custody. Edwards surrendered his grenade to a senior NCO without 
incident. 

First Lieutenant William B. Franks, D Company’s executive officer, 
was issued an M16 rifle and temporarily assigned to guard the prison- 
ers. He noticed that Edwards was wearing his cap improperly and at- 
tempted to correct him. 

“Fix your hat,” ordered Franks. 

“Why? I'm going to jail anyway,” replied Edwards. 

The lieutenant reached over and snatched the cap from Edwards's 
head. An enraged Edwards lunged at Franks and the two began strug- 
gling. The lieutenant attempted to shoot Edwards but could not as he 
had forgotten to charge his rifle. Edwards eventually wrestled the 
weapon away from Franks but was restrained by other soldiers. “I'll kill 
all you white bastards!” the private swore. 
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As Edwards and Cooper were being led away, Hatcher grew increas- 
ingly restless. 

“Where are they taking them?” he asked. 

“To jail,” someone replied. 

With that, Hatcher left the platoon and rejoined his friends. 

The incident in Lieutenant Amato’s platoon was witnessed by many 
of D Company’s enlisted men, and as the troops began departing toward 
the helipad, two other black soldiers, Privates Clarence L. Jackson and 
Ledridge Taylor, Jr., decided to act. They left their platoon and pro- 
ceeded to the unit orderly room where Cooper, Edwards, and Hatcher 
were being held. “You might as well guard us because we're [also] not 
going,” they told the guards. 

The prisoners were dispatched to Fire Support Base Bastogne, where 
they were confined in a Conex container. Cooper eventually changed 
his mind and returned to his company while the other four faced disci- 
plinary action.'” Private Edwards pleaded guilty to several assault 
charges and possession of nearly a pound of marijuana. He received a 
suspended six-month prison sentence before being administratively 
discharged from the army in January 1969.'* Hatcher, Jackson, and 
Taylor received suspended sentences for their refusal to go to the field. 
When ordered to rejoin their unit, all three again refused and, like Ed- 
wards, were discharged in January 1969.’ 

Upon learning of the events of 5 October, the division commander, 
Major General Melvin Zais, ordered his inspector general’s office to 
conduct an inquiry of the incident. When asked about the practice of 
binding disobedient subordinates, Captain Nation steadfastly defended 
his decision, arguing that the battalion commander, Lieutenant Colo- 
nel John C. Childs, had “talked to the company commanders and told 
us to do all we could to get these people in the field.” He believed the 
procedure to be effective. “There are two people in the company now 
who were brought out to the field [in this manner] and now they are 
doing a fine job and we have had no further problems with them,” he 
claimed. “There comes a time when they get scared and it takes a little 
urging to get them to go again.” But the inspector general disagreed, 
recommending that letters of admonishment be issued to Childs and 
Nation for their roles in instituting the binding procedure and to 
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Lieutenant Franks for “goading Private Edwards” and “unnecessarily 
inflam[ing] an already tense situation.” Zais concurred and adminis- 
tered the reprimands.'** 

Vietnam also saw singular instances of young, company-level offi- 
cers refusing to carry out what they viewed as overly hazardous or un- 
necessary assignments on the battlefield. I found two such incidents 
that took place in the 101st Airborne Division in 1970, but in both 
cases the platoon leaders in question refused owing to concern for their 
men’s safety and not out of fear of them. The unique small unit envi- 
ronment found in Vietnam often shaped interpersonal relations be- 
tween junior officers and their men, as sociologist Roger W. Little wrote: 
“The platoon leader occupied the lowest position of all officers in the 
chain of command. As the degree of risk increased, the intensity and 
frequency of the platoon leader’s interaction with enlisted men in- 
creased, and, correspondingly, significant interaction with status peers 
[other officers] decreased. The more he participated in their activities, 
the more he tended to share the sentiments of the men he commanded, 
and his willingness to use the sanctions available to him diminished 
correspondingly.”!” 

One of these cases involved First Lieutenant John J. Haracivet of A 
Company, 1/502nd Infantry, who was ordered to emplace a night am- 
bush position near Fire Support Base Birmingham. As his men prepared 
to leave the base, he thought better of it. “This is highly unorthodox,” 
he told one of his sergeants, “but I am not going to send the ‘ham- 
burger’ [ambush patrol] out.” He then instructed his troops to send 
false radio messages to the command post indicating that they were 
outside the wire. The ruse was discovered, however, when the com- 
pany commander made an unannounced late-night inspection of the 
perimeter and stumbled upon the troops who were supposed to be out 
manning the ambush. Charged with willful disobedience of a lawful 
order and misconduct before the enemy, Haracivet defended his deci- 
sion not to send his men out, arguing, “It was quite dark and dangerous 
to move out in front of the bunker line at night.” He was found guilty of 
the reduced charges of dereliction of duty and ordering his men to 
make a false report, and fined $800, but his conviction was subse- 
quently overturned on appeal.'*° 
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Conclusion 


The military’s response to the fragging phenomenon can best be called 
uneven. At the division level and below, some leaders took initiative by 
limiting their men’s access to weapons in rear areas and improvising 
effective countermeasures such as General Jones’s Operation Freeze. At 
the command level, the Marine Corps response was almost singularly 
attributable to Jones, and it was not until the latter half of 1970 that the 
majority of Marine Corps units in Vietnam implemented his “Freeze” 
guidelines. The larger, more bureaucratic army responded more slowly. 
General McCaffrey’s October 1970 letter to his commanders was a 
good, albeit late, start, but the 1971 grenade moratorium came only as 
a knee-jerk response to embarrassing press coverage at home. Even 
then the USARV staff took several months to draft the plan and imple- 
ment it, while continued inattention to ordnance security at the unit 
level enabled at least two killers to obtain their weapons after the post- 
moratorium regulations were supposed to be in effect. 

General McCaffrey cited the two-way breakdown in communica- 
tion that emerged between the command structure and the enlisted 
ranks as a major contributor to acts of violence in Vietnam. In this he 
was correct, and the command structure endeavored to maintain chan- 
nels intended to alleviate such problems. But the chaplains, inspectors 
general, and “open door” policies instituted by well-meaning com- 
manders were often dismissed as being part of the military establish- 
ment. Rather than believing that they could confide in or reason with 
their superiors, those who engaged in fragging felt cornered by the 
chain of command and did not view reaching out to their leaders or 
some other arm of the military bureaucracy as a possible solution to 
their ills. Unable to control their impulses, they saw violence as the 
only way to voice their grievances. 

Despite the efforts of CID personnel and military prosecutors, most 
of the Vietnam fraggers succeeded in evading justice. The limited 
amount of evidentiary material left behind at crime scenes made gre- 
nade cases notoriously difficult to solve, while the reluctance displayed 
by young enlisted men to assist investigators hampered efforts at iden- 
tifying offenders. Military prosecutors faced their own difficulties in 
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fragging cases, these ranging from witness procurement to the sea- 
soned civilian counsel sometimes secured by the accused. One can see 
why so few of the perpetrators were identified and prosecuted. 

The perceived shortcomings of the military justice system described 
above led Generals Westmoreland and Prugh to blame the UCMJ for 
failing to support commanders in their efforts to maintain discipline in 
Vietnam. In many ways, however, the military's transition from the old 
Articles of War, in which unit commanders possessed considerable au- 
thority to discipline their men, to the new “judicialized” UCM] was all 
but inevitable. Well-publicized criticisms of the court-martial process 
voiced after the Second World War led to the establishment of a new 
legal system that afforded the accused substantially increased due pro- 
cess. This trend continued into the 1960s in the form of several impor- 
tant high court decisions and additional reforms to the UCMJ. From an 
organizational standpoint, the shift was also unsurprising: since the 
armed services themselves were becoming increasingly bureaucratized, 
it was only logical that the military justice system would also move in 
this direction. Such maladies as fragging, racial violence, and rampant 
drug abuse could hardly have been predicted by the services, as they 
had never been encountered on such a large scale, and the immense 
backlogs of cases that emerged within some commands led to long trial 
delays, fewer convictions, and frustration on the part of unit command- 
ers. To make matters worse, what was regarded as leniency adminis- 
tered by military courts, particularly during the appeals process, 
virtually ensured that convicted fraggers served the lightest of sen- 
tences for their crimes. Traditional enlisted fears of the military justice 
apparatus and the age-old legend of long prison terms spent “making 
big rocks into little rocks” proved to be all but unfounded during the 
Vietnam era. 

Young enlisted offenders often shared their superiors’ disdain for 
the military justice system, although for inherently different reasons. In 
spite of its improved safeguards, many young servicemen continued to 
view the UCM] as omnipotent and predisposed toward the whims of 
the command structure. For all of the effort expended to create a sys- 
tem that at once “protect[ed] the rights of those subject to the code. . . 
without impairing the performance of military functions,” the result 
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was that military justice in Vietnam pleased virtually no one. Unit 
commanders and enlisted men alike became convinced that the system 
worked against them. Regarding racial cases, a battalion commander 
complained, “It is very apparent that the Negro soldier has ‘whitey’ on 
the run.”'*® Meanwhile, army social scientists surveying angry minor- 
ity inmates at the Long Binh stockade were told of how “military justice 
isayjokes 

The military’s long-term approach to ending fragging and the other 
disciplinary problems that appeared during the Vietnam era lay with 
the formation of the all-volunteer force.?°° The institutional changes 
that were made within the services to achieve this aim were nothing 
short of revolutionary: instead of reverting to the old coercive methods 
of the past to restore discipline, military leaders pushed even further in 
the direction of persuasion to attract quality volunteers. Although some 
of these moves generated considerable resistance from career ser- 
vicemen and eye rolling from veterans of older generations, the deci- 
sion ultimately proved to be the right one. “A radical change has taken 
place in the values and norms of the younger generation,” sociologist 
Jacques van Doorn observed, “most of which are very much at variance 
with the goals and life style of the traditional military.”**' In other 
words, whenever youth changes, the military must also change and 
move toward youth. How else could the armed services obtain suitable 
personnel if its values stood contrary to those of the young people it 
was trying to recruit? The changes that were made culminated in the 
professional all-volunteer force that emerged in the 1980s. 

What effect did fragging have on officers and NCOs at the unit level? 
Surely it caused some to take such actions as changing their sleeping 
arrangements or arming themselves while in rear areas. But did this 
coercion have any effect on the orders they issued, as some observers 
have claimed? Reactions among the leadership corps varied from man 
to man. Some, like the nervous young lieutenant described by John De 
Groot, may have turned a blind eye to all but the most egregious 
breaches of discipline. Others, like future Marine commandant krulak, 
fearlessly faced down any would-be assailants but sometimes found 
themselves on the receiving end of their subordinates’ ordnance, as did 
First Sergeant Johnny C. Martin. It seems likely, however, that many of 
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those who felt that the threat of fragging was real in their units reacted 
the way one old sergeant did: 


I lock my door when I go out, and I check for booby traps when I come 
in. I’m leery of getting in dark places. But I have never been a worrier, 
and | don’t reckon I'll start now. I’m concerned about it, but I’m not 


worried .2 


He spoke these words during a press interview not long after his men 
tried to kill him with a homemade bomb. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


Fragging in the U.S. and Australian 
Forces: A Comparative Analysis 


N Chapter 1, I suggested a conceptual model to illustrate how armies 

sometimes experience crises in morale. In the proceeding narrative, a 
historical explanation was presented to show how a combination of 
political, institutional, and social factors led to such a dilemma within 
the U.S. military during the latter years of its Vietnam involvement. But 
can such an explanation be applied to cases outside the American ex- 
perience? Have other armies endured crises of morale and discipline 
under similar circumstances? 

Australian troops served alongside their U.S. allies in Vietnam since 
the early 1960s, first as advisors to the South Vietnamese army and 
later in a brigade-strength task force. After the Americans began their 
withdrawal from Southeast Asia, the Australians followed suit and re- 
moved their own units. Within the context of this study, two funda- 
mental questions are raised. First, did the pullout affect morale in the 
Australian ranks? Second, did Australian troops resort to assaulting 
their superiors as the Americans did? | will examine these questions in 
the form of a comparative analysis of the two forces and their respective 
Vietnam experiences. 

The many similarities between U.S. and Australian forces in Viet- 
nam provide a unique opportunity for comparative analysis. Both were 
Western armies sent to fight a limited war on the Asian mainland in a 
form of “forward defense” against the perceived threat of international 
communism. They began their Vietnam involvement in advisory roles 
before deploying ground forces in 1965. After the Tet Offensive, popu- 
lar sentiment in the two countries turned against the conflict, and siz- 
able antiwar movements emerged on both sides of the Pacific. Both 


185 


186 Fragging 


nations then undertook gradual withdrawals of their forces over a pe- 
riod of years. 

Although Australian troops delighted in making favorable compari- 
sons between themselves and the Americans,’ they too experienced 
problems in the area of morale and discipline during the latter years of 
their Vietnam involvement. This is because many of the same factors 
that created such discord within the U.S. ranks were also present 
within Australia and its armed forces: a long, unpopular war that was 
ending with indecisive results, institutional strain upon the army, and 
the emergence of unchecked societal influences among the troops. Al- 
though physical manifestations of these effects were more difficult to 
discern in the much smaller Australian force, those that did appear 
were familiar enough: at least eleven fraggings are known to have oc- 
curred in Australian units in Vietnam, resulting in two officer deaths. 


Australia in Vietnam 


In 1964, President Johnson asked other nations of the South East Asia 
Treaty Organization (SEATO) to contribute toward the anticommunist 
effort in South Vietnam. Australia had in fact maintained a small advi- 
sory team in the country since the early 1960s, and when LBJ asked for 
more men, long-time Australian prime minister Sir Robert Menzies re- 
sponded by assembling an infantry battalion group and sending it to 
Bien Hoa in May 1965. A year later, the group was expanded in size to 
become 1 Australian Task Force (1 ATF) and a base camp was estab- 
lished at Nui Dat. The task force consisted of two (later three) infantry 
battalions, an artillery regiment, an engineer squadron, a cavalry troop, 
an armored detachment, and a squadron of the elite Special Air Ser- 
vice. Logistical support was provided by a separate group stationed at 
Vung Tau. 

When Australian ground forces initially deployed to South Vietnam, 
their combat readiness was, like that of their American counterparts, 
believed to be unmatched in their nation’s history. The first unit to ar- 
rive was the Ist Battalion, Royal Australian Regiment (1 RAR). Com- 
posed exclusively of volunteers, it was said of the battalion that “no 
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better trained or better equipped military force ha[d] ever left Austra- 
lian shores.”* In August 1966, Australian troops proved their mettle 
during the Battle of Long Tan, when a company from 6 RAR stood its 
ground against a numerically superior enemy force. Within twelve 
months, the Australians were able to wrest most of Phuoc Tuy Province 
from the communists. Senior U.S. commanders praised the task force’s 
performance and even awarded a Presidential Unit Citation to the men 
of Long Tan. Meanwhile, polls taken at home indicated that most Aus- 
tralians supported the war: in May 1965, 52 percent of those queried 
declared themselves in favor of the Australian commitment, with 37 
percent opposed and 11 percent undecided. The approval rating 
jumped to 61 percent in 1966 and 62 percent in 1967. 

The 1960s were, if nothing else, a period of transition for the Aus- 
tralian army. The challenges posed by such threats as Indonesia’s policy 
of confrontation toward Malaysia and increasingly bellicose rhetoric 
from communist China and North Vietnam led Menzies’s Liberal- 
Country coalition to introduce conscription in late 1964. In less than 
five years, the army ballooned from a prewar strength of about 22,500 
to a whopping 40,000. This massive expansion and the length of the 
Vietnam commitment led to the appearance of institutional strains 
similar to those experienced by the American military. More and more 
younger men with less maturity and experience were promoted to lead- 
ership positions. By late 1967, this condition was discernable enough to 
warrant special attention; during a meeting of senior officers held in 
December, the 1 ATF commander “pointed to the number of disciplin- 
ary offenses and exhorted his officers and NCOs to supervise their 
troops more closely.” In its appraisal of 1968’s Operation Coburg, the 
official Australian history of the war complained: 


A spate of accidental casualties occurred during the operation. Many 
involved instances of Australian soldiers firing upon other Australian 
troops. Major General MacDonald, COMAFYV, concluded, after study- 
ing the reports of the incidents, that they were mostly due to a “combi- 
nation of poor (or even lack of) orders, failure to observe such orders as 


these were, and ‘trigger-happy’ soldiers. 
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These incidents highlighted the “sheer lack of basic knowledge” of 
many junior NCOs and officers. “The army was paying the price,” Mac- 
Donald concluded, “for its rapid expansion and transition.” 

Although the U.S. and Australian armies shared a number of com- 
mon organizational characteristics, there were also key differences be- 
tween them. At the height of their Vietnam involvement, the Australians 
had about 8,500 men in South Vietnam, including over 1,000 sailors and 
airmen, whereas U.S. strength reached 543,400. There is also the matter 
of the forces’ composition. Vietnam-era conscription ultimately proved to 
be unpopular in both the United States and Australia, but here too there 
were differences between the systems used in the two countries. With 
Australia’s National Service scheme, a ballot system selected twenty-year- 
olds for two years of army service, including possible overseas duty. Great 
pains were taken to ensure that the procedure was fair, and deferments 
were liberally awarded. Of the 804,286 young men who registered, only 
63,740 were called up, and of these less than one-third served in Viet- 
nam.” In the United States, the war in general and the draft in particular 
were considerably more exacting. In April 1967, for example, it was found 
that the U.S. military personnel in Vietnam represented 2,350 troops per 
million of the total U.S. population of 200 million, whereas Australian 
personnel represented only 520 troops per million of Australia’s popula- 
tion of 11.7 million.® There was also Project 100,000, which forced the 
US. military to accept thousands of substandard personnel it normally 
would have rejected. Australia never enacted any program to purpose- 
fully induct such men. In South Vietnam, most Australian troops were 
limited to the isolated forward base at Nui Dat or the rear area at Vung 
Tau, greatly easing military police duties. American forces, on the other 
hand, were spread out at hundreds of outposts throughout the country, 
making them far more difficult to control. As we have seen, much of the 
violence that erupted among U.S. troops in Vietnam was racially moti- 
vated. On the Australian side, the issue of whether to conscript Aborigi- 
nal males into the forces had been considered but never resolved,’ and 
while some native men did volunteer, Australia sent what was for all in- 
tents and purposes a white army to Vietnam. 

Illegal drug use, which became the most serious morale problem to 
affect U.S. forces in Vietnam, played a far less serious role in the Aus- 
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tralian ranks. The task force’s first scattered drug cases came to light in 
1969 but the issue was blown out of all proportion by a news story that 
appeared early the following year.® After a newly discharged national 
serviceman was arrested with marijuana, his court testimony that a fel- 
low soldier had smuggled a half pound of the drug out of Vietnam led 
the Australian to run a story under the headline “Diggers in Vietnam 
Using Marihuana, Court Told.”’ Military leaders were able to downplay 
the incident but resolved to keep any future drug cases out of the pa- 
pers. Whenever the task force issued formal guidelines or informational 
papers on drug abuse, the texts usually opened with statements like 
“We do not at present have a drug problem in this force” but just as 
surely concluded with such calls for discretion as “I do not wish the 
paper to have a wide circulation. .. . We must be careful not to give the 
impression that we are in any way apprehensive,” or “I do not wish that 
drugs be given prominence in discussion within 1 ATF.” In any event, 
sporadic drug apprehensions continued to be made, these invariably 
involving marijuana. The Australian records reviewed for this study 
make no mention of their men using hard drugs such as heroin." 

While illegal drugs did not play any major role in leading Australian 
troops into trouble, the same cannot be said of alcohol. Excessive drink- 
ing has long been a part of the exaggerated masculinity exhibited by 
young men serving in Western armies but the level of abuse displayed 
by Australian soldiers provided their leaders with cause for alarm. The 
commander of Australian troops in Vietnam believed that “there is far 
more drunkenness in this Force, with all the problems that flow from 
it, than in any previous [Australian] force.”'' Virtually every act of vio- 
lence committed by the Australians against their peers was saturated 
with booze. The murder of one officer stemmed from the decision to 
suspend a unit's beer ration. In another case, a drunken private cele- 
brated Christmas by pumping bullets into a sergeants’ mess. Two NCOs 
were killed and another was wounded.” Each of the three diggers con- 
victed of assaults with explosive devices admitted to being heavily in- 
toxicated when they committed their crimes. 

The first fragging case known to have occurred in the Australian 
task force took place in late 1967 and involved the murder of an artil- 
lery officer. Lieutenant Robert G. Birse of 4 Field Regiment died from 
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wounds he sustained after a grenade was rolled into his position at Fire 
Support Base Bravo. Authorities charged Gunner Leonard E. Newman 
with the murder, alleging that after alcohol had been banned within 
the battery's lines, Birse had threatened him with disciplinary action 
for drinking on duty. Newman, it was later learned, had told at least 
one other man of his intention to scare the lieutenant with a grenade. 
The battery commander later testified that Newman, a national ser- 
viceman, “had been showing signs of increasing mental instability and 
appeared to be ‘cracking.” It was believed that his anxiety was caused 
by his frustration “over delays with his request for leave to visit his wife 
and new baby in Australia.” A court-martial found Newman guilty of 
manslaughter and sentenced him to five years’ imprisonment but his 
conviction was later quashed on appeal and the charge dismissed." 

The Birse murder appears to have been an anomaly in the task force 
during this period, as no other incidents are recorded within its ranks 
for the next twelve months. In 1969, however, four cases occurred, all 
of them aimed at authority figures. The “us-against-them” nature of 
these cases mirrored those taking place in the U.S. ranks, with enlisted 
men taking an increasingly dim view of leaders who sought to main- 
tain “excessive” standards. The first three incidents came more as warn- 
ings rather than actual attempts to kill; an investigator described them 
as “a way in which to express grievances.” One occurred in 1 Troop, 1 
Field Squadron, shortly after a junior NCO was replaced by veteran 
Staff Sergeant Brian J. Lamb, who did not care for the troop’s state of 
discipline. Lamb wrote: “I found that discipline in the troop was sadly 
lacking. As a result of this I tightened up on the discipline by making 
the troop form up in three ranks when called on parade and insisted 
that every member would be dressed properly—boots clean, etc... . I 
made my intention clear to the troop and particularly to the NCOs that 
I was going to lift the standard of discipline in the troop. Up to the time 
of the incident I hadn't charged any person nor had I singled out any 
one individual. I was working on the troop as a whole.” 

The troop’s sappers voiced their dissatisfaction with these measures 
by detonating an explosive charge in Lamb’s living quarters. The ser- 
geant was not present when the device exploded, and he avoided in- 
jury, but many of his personal belongings were destroyed.!* Two similar 
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cases took place in August: one in B Squadron, 3 Cavalry Regiment, 
where the determined motives were the men’s anger over an order re- 
garding dress for the evening meal, restrictions on use of the canteen, 
and a new policy regarding leave, and another in A Company, 6 RAR, 
where the points of contention included the men’s dislike for their com- 
mander’s perceived habit of forcing A Company to do more walking 
than the battalion’s other companies while in the field, providing little 
free time between operations, restricting canteen hours, and employing 
strict disciplinary practices.) 

The investigations of these incidents indicate that they enjoyed a 
measure of approval among the enlisted men. None of them was solved, 
this owing in at least part to the men’s reluctance to assist investigators. 
In the 1 Field Squadron case “the motive appeared to be a dislike of 
SSgt Lamb. ... The attitude taken by the majority of the troop mem- 
bers as to SSgt Lamb’s tightening of discipline soon became apparent. 
Every member interviewed could account for his whereabouts at the 
time prior to the explosion and also have his claims corroborated by 
another member. Again, the majority of members stated that they 
hoped that the person responsible would not be caught and that they 
feel it may teach SSgt Lamb a lesson.”!® 

When a member of the Special Investigation Branch questioned A 
Company, 6 RAR, regarding the grenade thrown at the commander’s 
tent, he too encountered a “wall of silence” regarding the incident. He 
reported: “The majority of personnel state that they did not hear the 
explosion, but had to be woken up as the company sergeant major 
called ‘stand-to.” Some members live only 87 feet from the point of the 
explosion. A large majority expressed the view that they were pleased 
that the incident had taken place.” After reviewing the August cases, the 
commander of Australian forces in Vietnam suggested that company- 
grade leadership might have been partly responsible for the assaults. 
“As far as can be determined,” he wrote, “the grounds for complaint on 
each occasion were petty and could easily have been resolved in a rou- 
tine matter. Perhaps inexperienced man-management at junior leader 
level has been a contributing factor to these incidents.” 

Far more ominous was the year’s final incident, a murder that took 
place in 6 Platoon, B Company, 9 RAR. The unit had all but completed 


192 Fragging 


its one-year tour in Vietnam and was about to return to Australia when 
tragedy struck. The victim, Lieutenant Robert T. Convery, was a young 
officer from Victoria whose military career had gotten off to a rough 
start. In what was possibly the most adverse fitness report ever submit- 
ted, his battalion commander wrote, “With regard to his general in- 
competence, I have NO hesitation in stating that he is NOT up to the 
standard required of a platoon commander in a regular battalion. | re- 
quest that he be removed from [this unit] immediately and reposted.” 
But Convery’s bearing and performance improved in the coming 
months, and when he was sent to Vietnam in late 1968, he began to 
mature into a good platoon commander. He was in any case well liked 
by his peers, who knew him as “a very cheerful, easy going fellow.” As 
his unit prepared to depart Vietnam, Convery spoke eagerly of return- 
ing home and marrying his fiancée.”® 

Convery’s killer, twenty-year-old Private Peter D. “Pedro” Allen, was a 
different story. The son of a World War II veteran, Allen had grown up in 
Tasmania in an environment that was alternately described as “stable 
and happy” or “fairly chaotic, ... with a lot of violence between the fa- 
ther and the brothers within the family.” Whatever the truth, Allen had 
barely reached his teens when he began to flounder. Though intelligent, 
he left school at fifteen and proceeded to drift from job to job, eventually 
finding work as a bricklayer. The only things he seemed to excel at were 
drinking and brawling, the latter earning him two juvenile assault con- 
victions. He first attempted to enlist in the army in 1966 but was rejected 
and made to wait for two more years until he was finally allowed into the 
ranks. His service record reveals numerous minor disciplinary infrac- 
tions, these ranging from public drunkenness and short unexcused ab- 
sences to an assault on a Vietnamese taxi driver. Once in the field, 
however, Allen served as a forward scout, and by all accounts performed 
well during the few actual encounters he had with the enemy. Neverthe- 
less, life in an infantry battalion did not suit him, for he submitted a writ- 
ten request for a transfer but was refused. He was then sent to Lieutenant 
Convery’s platoon, where the two men quickly became enemies.’ 

During subsequent interviews with investigators and an army psy- 
chiatrist, Allen spoke at some length of his dislike for Lieutenant Con- 
very. “I already knew him from 1 RAR,” he said. “He didn’t have a clue 
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in the bush. [He was] always back, cringing like a dog, really.” Allen 
conceded that the lieutenant was good at calling in artillery fire on en- 
emy targets but claimed that Convery failed to accompany his men on 
sweeps and issued questionable orders. In garrison, the pair’s relation- 
ship further worsened; Convery charged Allen with drinking in the 
lines and for refusing an order to attend a signal course, for which the 
private received twenty-eight days of field punishment. Furious, Allen 
resolved to get even. 

On 22 November, 6 Platoon was spending one of its last days at Nui 
Dat, its men exchanging addresses and talking anxiously of their im- 
minent departure for Australia. Private Allen spent a number of hours 
drinking in his unit’s “boozer.” After it closed, he and several friends 
gathered in a nearby troop tent where the party continued. Among 
other things, the men discussed their dislike of Sergeant Thomas H. 
Cross and how “it was a wonder he hasn't been zapped.” One man even 
suggested that Cross should be “ambushed.” At about midnight, Lieu- 
tenant Convery appeared and put an end to the festivities. 

“Break up the party and put the lights out,” he ordered. 

The men did as they were told and switched off the lights. They 
then waited for the lieutenant to leave, and, once he was out of sight, 
lowered the tent’s flaps, turned the lights back on, and resumed drink- 
ing. Convery later returned to the area and when he found that the 
party had recommenced, he sternly ordered the revelers to bed. 

For Private Allen, who by this time had consumed some twenty 
beers, Convery’s actions were too much to bear. As he later said, “The 
thought to kill Mr. Convery has been with me for some time and... 
the talk of ambushing the sergeant and the beers I’d had revived the 
thought and I carried it out.” 

Allen took a grenade from his field gear and moved to leave the tent. 
Before exiting, he paused briefly to ask Private Garry J. O'Reilly for a 
cigarette. As O'Reilly obliged, Allen whispered, “If you hear an explo- 
sion, say nothing.” He then walked the short distance to Lieutenant 


Convery’s quarters. He later wrote: 


I then sneaked up to Mr. Convery’s tent. When I got there, he had his 
light out but was talking to the new platoon commander from 8 RAR. 
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I heard him say he was going to charge us the next morning and was 
going to make sure that Corporal Cunich would lose his stripes. 

I sat down outside his tent and waited until they were both quiet. I 
then went round to Mr. Convery’s side of the tent. . . . I just pulled the 
pin out, put the grenade on [his] bed and ducked down. . . . As soon as 


it exploded I ran down to my tent.”° 


When the grenade detonated, the force was such that it tore the lieuten- 
ant’s bunk to shreds. A jagged piece of shrapnel ripped a hole in the 
tent’s roof and blood-spattered pieces of bedding littered the floor. Con- 
very was heard to moan for several moments but soon died. Mission 
accomplished, a drunken Allen stumbled back to his quarters and went 
to bed. 

Within hours of the murder, Captain Peter A. Langman of the pro- 
vost unit arrived from Vung Tau to conduct an investigation. After 
speaking with unit commanders, he sealed off the B Company perim- 
eter and ordered that all grenades be confiscated. He then moved to 6 
Platoon’s lines to view the crime scene and interview unit personnel. 
Using the platoon roll book, he summoned each of 6 Platoon’s diggers 
individually and inquired as to his whereabouts when the murder oc- 
curred. Private Allen was among the first to be called but played dumb. 
“I don’t know anything that may assist you,” he lied. “I went to bed 
about 11:30. I went to sleep. ... We went on parade about 1:30.” But 
conversations with others in the platoon told Langman otherwise. Pri- 
vate O'Reilly informed him of Allen’s warning of an impending explo- 
sion just before the incident occurred and Lance Corporal Albert W. 
Bennett reported that seconds after he heard the grenade detonate, an 
out-of-breath Allen burst into the tent they shared and dove into bed. 
After speaking with the remaining platoon members, Langman recalled 
Private Allen. 


“We have questioned everyone in 6 Platoon,” the captain announced. 
“There are a few things we have to clear up with several people, okay?” 
“Yes,” responded Allen. 
“Would you mind going through the times that you went to bed 
and heard about the explosion?” Langman asked. 
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Allen stuck to his story. “I got to bed about 11:30 and was woken 
about 1:30. That was the first I knew about it,” he repeated. 

Having heard the accounts given by O'Reilly and Bennett, Langman 
knew that Allen was lying. He decided to trap him. 


“Are you sure about that? Could it have been later?” 
“Only about ten or fifteen minutes,” offered Allen. 


Langman had his man. He wasted no time in dropping the bomb. “I 
have been told that you got to bed just after the explosion.” 

Allen was stunned. As he later admitted, “Someone said they saw 
me; {I] must have mucked up my story somewhere.” Ten or fifteen sec- 
onds of awkward silence ensued. Then he folded. 


“Alright, I did it,” he said. 
“Did what?” asked Langman. 
“T killed Mr. Convery.” 
“How did you do that?” 
“With a grenade.” 
“Where did you get the grenade?” 
“From my webbing.” 


At this point, Langman halted the interview and informed Allen of 
his legal rights. After receiving a cigarette and a soft drink, Allen volun- 
tarily wrote out a three-page confession and was placed under close 
arrest. Remarkably, he even agreed to perform a macabre reenactment 
of the murder for a military film crew. “It’s okay, 1 don’t mind,” he was 
heard to say. 

Allen’s court-martial convened at Vung Tau in January 1970. The 
trial transcript reveals that considerable attention was devoted to the 
defendant's mental state, as several psychiatrists were brought in to ex- 
amine him. For his own part, Allen freely admitted to committing the 


murder, saying: 


The reason I killed Mr. Convery was because when I was in 1 RAR he 
was my platoon commander and he used to hold parties in the lines 
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with the rest of his platoon. When I got to 9 RAR, he was again my pla- 
toon commander and in the first week I was there he charged me for 
drinking beer in the lines. Not long after this he was having a party in his 
own tent. After this he ordered me to do a signal course which I didn’t 


want to do. He again charged me for disobeying a lawful command. 


One of the doctors asked him about his feelings regarding the mur- 
der and if he felt he was justified in killing the lieutenant. “It never en- 
tered in my head that | was doing wrong,” Allen explained. “I thought I 
was doing it for the good of the blokes.” He was then asked if he would 
do it again. 


“Now | wish I hadn't done it,” he answered. 
“Why?” the doctor queried. 
“I would be home now,” responded Allen. “It has caused me and 


everyone a lot of inconvenience.” 


Even the doctor must have winced after he asked Allen if he regret- 
ted killing Lieutenant Convery. “I’ve got no conscience about it,” Allen 
replied.”! 

In spite of these incriminating admissions, Allen’s assigned counsel, 
Lieutenant Colonel Barrie E. Egan, mounted a spirited defense. Ironi- 
cally, this was not Egan’s first grenade case: exactly two years before, it 
had been he who represented Gunner Newman at his court-martial. 
But the prosecution’s evidence was overwhelming and the subsequent 
guilty verdict and life sentence were all but inevitable. Allen was re- 
turned to Australia, discharged from the army, and delivered to Tasma- 
nia’s notorious Risdon Prison to serve his sentence. He was paroled in 
July 1980 after serving just over ten years. 

Lieutenant Convery’s murder bears a number of eerie similarities to 
those incidents that were occurring within the U.S. ranks at the same 
time. The demands of “forward defense” necessitated the army’s mas- 
sive expansion and led to the induction of persons who in previous 
years would not have been allowed into the service. Allen, who had 
been rejected when he first tried to enlist in 1966, was later accepted, 
as the army's strength nearly doubled and new men were desperately 
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needed. His spotty disciplinary record in the service further reflects his 
poor situational adjustment and underscores the army’s initial judg- 
ment about him. 

Other parallels can be seen when examining the murder itself. Just 
as many of the American fraggers were influenced by the “loose talk” of 
their more mature peers, Allen conceded that his friends’ boozy discus- 
sion of ambushing the sergeant played a role in his decision to kill 
Lieutenant Convery. It is interesting to note that while Allen was a vol- 
unteer, all but one of the men who partook in the conversation regard- 
ing Sergeant Cross on the night of the murder were national servicemen. 
The Australians found that their “Nashos,” as the conscripts were pop- 
ularly known, were “more mature, less rattled, less enthusiastic and 
more stolid than the general run of the mill regular recruit—who is 
younger, more sleepy, more ‘aggressive, .. . and more frequently drunk.”” 
In other words, the draftees were able to resolve their anger with tough 
barracks talk. One man who was present described it this way: “I over- 
heard a discussion about killing .. . Sergeant Cross. | didn’t pay much 
attention to it because these conversations aren't rare at times.” Allen, 
on the other hand, was unable to deal with frustration in this manner 
and carried his threat through. Intoxication, another hallmark of the 
U.S. incidents, was present here in the form of Allen’s heavy drinking 
in the hours before he committed the murder. (He also admitted to 
smoking marijuana on several occasions in Vietnam but is not known 
to have used the drug on the night of the incident.) This case also pos- 
sessed an institutional likeness that both armies rued: after Captain 
Langman succeeded in solving the case and the military prosecutor 
won a conviction in court, Allen served only ten years of his life sen- 
tence for committing one of the most heinous murders of the war. 
While many fraggers simply hurled their grenades at their targets from 
considerable distances, Allen actually walked up to Convery’s tent and 
physically placed the grenade next to the sleeping lieutenant, all but 
ensuring his death. “I was hoping it would kill him,” he later admitted.*” 
His total lack of remorse for the murder is no better illustrated than in his 
reference to the crime as an “inconvenience” to himself and others. 

In 1970, Australia began to scale down its Vietnam commitment. Af- 
ter the United States announced a new troop withdrawal, the Australians 
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decided to reduce the strength of their task force by not replacing 8 
RAR when it completed its tour of duty that November. Two grenade 
incidents are known to have occurred in Australian units that year; one 
involved a drunken sapper in 1 Field Squadron who took it upon him- 
self to rig an explosive charge and destroy his commanding officer's 
toilet. When asked why he had done it, he responded the way so many 
others had before him: “I don’t know why I blew the toilet but there has 
been a lot of talk in the squadron about seeing the [commanding 
officer|’s toilet go up. | guess all the talk must have played on my mind 
and that is probably why I did it.”** The second incident involved a 
booby-trap warning aimed at a warrant officer in the soon-to-be leav- 
ing Eighth Battalion. As was the case with the grenade warnings issued 
the year before, no enlisted men offered information about the incident 
and the investigation was closed without any arrests being made.*” The 
remainder of the task force was withdrawn in late 1971, during which 
three more incidents occurred, none of which involved any fatalities.°° 


Conclusion 


This comparison of U.S. and Australian forces in Vietnam suggests that 
a particular combination of political, institutional, and social factors 
may cause armies to suffer from crises in morale during limited wars. 
However, researchers should be careful not to make broad generaliza- 
tions based on this exploratory analysis. The two armies examined 
here operated under nearly identical conditions in the same conflict, on 
the same territory, and during the same time period. Careful research 
and analysis of other armies during different eras is required before any 
firm conclusions can be drawn. Such case studies can serve to further 
develop, enhance, and reshape the type as necessary. Possible choices 
include the Soviet army during the later years of its Afghan War or even 
the Israeli Defense Forces during their occupation of Lebanon in the 
1980s. It is hoped that these studies might eventually contribute toward 
the construction of a typology of modern military demoralization. 
Exactly how much demoralization occurred within Australian units 
in Vietnam? If one were to compare the record of fragging incidents 
that occurred in the Australian task force to a similar American list, it 
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would appear that the Australians fared rather well. But when one con- 
siders the size differential between the two forces, injurious U.S. per- 
sonnel policies such as a more pervasive draft and Project 100,000, and 
the absence of racial tension within the nearly all-white Australian 
ranks, it becomes clear that from the time of all-volunteer 1 RAR’s ar- 
rival in 1965 to Lieutenant Convery’s murder in 9 RAR four years later, 
the Australian force in Vietnam underwent a marked institutional 
change. The strains of the war first appeared in the form of lowered 
performance and increasing numbers of accidents both in the field and 
in the rear. Once the word of negotiations and possible withdrawal 
spread, grenades began flying. In his examination of Australia’s partici- 
pation in the war, veteran and historian Robert A. Hall wrote, “The 
Australian Army in Vietnam [never] came even close to disintegra- 
tion... . However, there were some nascent signs of discontent and 
disintegration. .. . It is probable that all major units of the Australian 
army operating in Vietnam experienced them.” The documentary re- 
cord supports this conclusion. 

The records I reviewed indicate that at least eleven grenade inci- 
dents occurred in Australian units in Vietnam. As was true with the 
Americans, some of the Australian assaults were intended to kill their 
targets while others were attempts to intimidate. An exact number of 
cases cannot be determined, as at least one and perhaps more of them 
were never investigated. Robert A. Hall’s history of 8 RAR includes the 
story of a grenade threat of which the company commander admitted 
that “no investigation was conducted. ... ‘There was no point in re- 
porting it. There was no point of calling in the Military Police because 
you wouldn't have found anything.”’’ The Australians did not take any 
command-wide action regarding fragging, although it is interesting to 
note that the sensitivity they displayed regarding press coverage of the 
drug issue was not unlike that exhibited by their American counter- 
parts when journalists caught wind of the U.S. Army’s morale woes. 


CHAPTER SIX 


The Legacy 


ONG after the fall of Saigon in April 1975, the fragging phenomenon 

continued to haunt those it had affected. As the convicted fraggers 
served their sentences, their maimed victims faced challenges posed by 
their physical and psychological injuries while the families of the fallen 
were left to grieve over their loved ones. 

Although many fraggers were sentenced to lengthy prison terms for 
their crimes, nearly all of them were paroled or released by the late 
1970s. The last Vietnam fragger to leave prison, William E. Sutton, was 
briefly paroled but was rearrested after violating his conditional release 
and remained incarcerated until August 1999. One man never emerged 
from confinement: after exhausting all appeals, Reginald F. Smith was 
transferred to a federal prison to serve the balance of his forty-year sen- 
tence. Degenerating into mental illness, he was diagnosed as a paranoid 
schizophrenic and became increasingly violent, fighting with other in- 
mates and allegedly slashing two of them in 1975. He was eventually 
dispatched to what was then known as the end of the line of America’s 
prison system: the U.S. Penitentiary at Marion, Illinois, where he con- 
verted to Islam and assumed the name Ra’'amahd Maulana Fadk Muham- 
mad Suhuf.' On 25 July 1982, he was watching a cellblock television 
when another inmate crept up behind him and slit his throat. He bled 
to death while en route to a local hospital. Investigators were able to 
identify a suspect in the murder but no charges were preferred owing 
to a lack of evidence, and the crime remains unsolved.” 

Smith’s case, as it turned out, proved to be the exception among the 
incarcerated fraggers. Many of the others were able to achieve various 
successes while incarcerated and obtain early releases from confine- 
ment. Gary A. Hendrix was all of nineteen when he was convicted of 
murder and sentenced to life imprisonment. The man who in 1968 had 
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volunteered to “go to Vietnam and kill some gooks” entered prison 
three years later as an angry, cynical individual harboring deep resent- 
ment toward authority figures. As his myriad legal appeals failed, he 
became involved with Quaker volunteers of the Prison Visitation Ser- 
vice, an interdenominational organization that provided ministry ser- 
vices to federal inmates. Slowly, the bitterness that dominated his youth 
subsided and he began to feel remorse for the murder he committed. “If 
any man deserve[d] to die,” Hendrix said of his victim, “he did not. I 
have seen and heard about men being murdered because they, through 
stupidity or whatnot, caused other men to die in Vietnam. I don’t even 
have that as a rationalization.”> With the encouragement of several 
Friends, Hendrix wrote a searching autobiographical essay in which he 
attempted to explain himself and his crime: 


I did kill Sergeant Tate in October 1970. During my court-martial no 
exact motive was ever established. In reality, there was no overwhelm- 
ing reason for me to have murdered [him]. When I look back at it now, 
I see it as a matter of projection. The two nights preceding the murder 
I had been out on ambushes, which tend to leave a person physically 
and mentally tired because of lack of sleep. Sergeant Tate caught 
me sleeping on bunker watch and | wasn’t angry with him for doing 
his job. In fact, my response was, what a stupid thing for me to have 
done on watch. But, because of that interaction with Sergeant Tate, 
he died. 

That very small interaction with Sergeant Tate was a [catalyst] for 
me. During my childhood | had internalized a low self-image about 
myself, and my interaction with Sergeant Tate brought all of this to the 
surface for me. The self-doubts, fears, and sense of lack of personal 
value were all revolving around in my head. Another marine that I 
knew who happened to be with me at the bunker mentioned how 
screwed up some “lifers” were and the amount of fraggings that had 
occurred over in Nam. I think his intentions were to try to cheer me up 
because I must have appeared so gloomy to him and he was using the 
standard chatter of the enlisted personnel. Anyway, I then conceived of 
the idea of killing Sergeant Tate. From the time | first conceived the 
idea to actually doing it about a two-minute span of time had passed. I 
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was convicted of premeditated murder, but it was only premeditated in 
a legal sense. I did not plan it or deliberate on the merits of it... . 

I don’t remember if I just picked up a grenade from the bunker I 
was at or on the way to Sergeant Tate’s bunker. I remember that my 
thoughts locked into a pattern of seeing Sergeant Tate as trying to play 
God. I did not see the reality that I was the one who played God. I 
could not face myself so I blamed Sergeant Tate for all my troubles and 
killed him. . . . I did not kill Sergeant Tate because I was bitter towards 
him, I killed Sergeant Tate because I needed a scapegoat for my own 
emotions. 

After the murder I went back to the bunker where I was on duty 
and told PFC Schmidt that I had just killed Tate. I then laid down and 
fell asleep almost instantly. Next morning I was arrested by C.L.D. 
[and] taken to the Da Nang stockade. ... 1 was confused and disori- 
ented. What the hell am I doing in this cage, was my reaction. I would 
not allow myself to look at what I had done... . [I]t was an escapist 
technique for me to avoid looking at the murder or at myself as a mur- 
derer. 

It was only after many years that I could start breaking down that 
wall that I had built up inside of myself. It has only been within the 
last couple of years that I have known consciously that I killed Ser- 
geant Tate. In recent months there has been a discovery about myself, 
an insight, that has unlocked most of my emotions and memories 
about 1970. Before the appeals process ended I could not respond to 
the issue of remorse because of the legal ramifications. Outside of that, 
I would not have been able to respond because I never even looked 
at the murder before. Remorse? I felt nothing at all. In line with my 
perceptions of what occurred, it was the same type of blockage in 
my head from the emotions. I am truly sorry that I took another man’s 
life. Even now that I’ve begun to feel the emotions from the murder, 
there’s an overwhelming feeling inside of me that asks, “Will God ever 
forgive me?” 


Hendrix maintained an exceptional disciplinary record in prison 
and even earned a college degree while incarcerated. Corrections offi- 
cials rewarded his efforts by paroling him after he had served only ten 
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years of his sentence. By the mid-1980s, he had gone on to earn a mas- 
ter’s degree in criminal justice from the University of North Carolina 
and was eventually released from parole. 

Irrespective of the amount of time they served behind bars, the con- 
victed fraggers shall forever live with the stigma of their crimes. De- 
spite a generous discharge-upgrade effort instituted by the Veterans 
Administration for Vietnam-era servicemen in the late 1970s, the frag- 
gers were ineligible to partake in the program, as their punitive dis- 
charges were awarded owing to felonious conduct involving acts of 
violence that were subject to civilian criminal prosecution. Indeed, the 
men’s criminal convictions proved to be a frequent impediment to their 
post-military endeavors. “I’ve found that if I lie on applications, that 
has been the only way I could become employed even in unskilled 
jobs,” admitted one released murderer.’ In many cases, readjustment to 
civil society proved to be a difficult process and a number of the men 
eventually wound up either homeless, dead, or, most commonly, back 
behind bars. Four are known to have committed homicides after leav- 
ing military confinement, while still others have been jailed for a mul- 
titude of lesser offenses. Following his release from the stockade, 
George M. Ercolin was convicted of crimes ranging from theft to co- 
caine and weapons possession and spent the next four decades rotating 
in and out of Florida prisons. Former marine Clyde W. Smith, Jr., 
served time in Georgia for drug dealing, forgery, burglary, and receiv- 
ing stolen property. Nolberto Vasquez was convicted of bank robbery, 
jumping bail, and drug charges.® Robert Bell’s prison sentence was re- 
duced from thirty to seven years, and even then he was released early 
on parole. In 1976, he ran a traffic light while driving drunk and 
smashed his car into another vehicle, killing two of its occupants. He 
was returned to prison for several more years.’ Richard A. McLeod, the 
prime suspect in the fragging death of Captain Richard J. Privitar, was 
murdered during a violent domestic dispute with his common-law wife 
in Philadelphia in 1978.8 Vance D. Thompson died of a heroin overdose 
in Los Angeles. Isaac S. Bacon succumbed to chronic alcoholism in 
Rancho Cucamonga. Robert B. Rutledge battled alcohol and drug ad- 
diction and was arrested numerous times both before and after his 
military service. In 1987, he stabbed a local drug dealer to death in 
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Arizona after a dispute over a quarter gram of heroin. Rutledge was 
able to win parole after serving about half of his ten-year sentence but 
was arrested yet again on another drug charge and returned to prison.” 
Roy A. Clark was living a hand-to-mouth existence as a day laborer 
when he won $188,000 in a 1989 Florida lottery. He squandered the 
money within a year on alcohol, limousine rides, and other frivolities 
and was crushed to death after getting drunk and falling asleep inside 
a garbage dumpster at the Orange County Landfill. He was in posses- 
sion of less than ten dollars when his body was found.'° Marvin Bald- 
win abused alcohol and drugs for many years and was fired by numerous 
employers owing to his antisocial personality. After becoming indigent, 
he worked at odd jobs in order to obtain money for drugs, and was ar- 
rested for selling marijuana.'' William E. Sutton, the longest-serving 
Vietnam fragger, was released for good in 1999 but hardly a month had 
passed before he was rearrested in Tennessee for burglary and theft. 
Bert S. Wait managed to stay out of trouble for years before being jailed 
for sexual assault. 

Unlike many fraggers, Kenneth W. Chaky seemed to adjust well to 
the civilian world after completing his term of confinement. He mar- 
ried, fathered two children, and found a $29,000-a-year job as a com- 
puter programmer at the University of Florida. But as the family was 
about to move to a different city in 1991, he and his wife engaged in a 
series of heated arguments, several of which came to blows. Chaky 
eventually decided to kill her and collect nearly $200,000 from two life 
insurance policies he had taken out on her. He solicited a local auto 
mechanic to commit the murder, suggesting that the man follow him 
and his family when they went on vacation, and kill his wife after he 
had removed his children from their motel room. When the man re- 
fused, Chaky persisted, even offering to buy him a rifle he could use to 
commit the crime. In the end, Chaky did the job himself, bashing in 
the woman’s skull with a blunt object. He buried her in a nearby trash 
mound but a passerby noticed her lifeless hand protruding from the 
heap and notified police. Several witnesses came forward, including 
the mechanic, and Chaky was arrested. He was eventually found guilty 
of first-degree murder as well as a solicitation charge. During the pen- 
alty phase of the trial, the prosecution cited Chaky’s Vietnam fragging 
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conviction as one of two aggravating circumstances and asked that the 
ex-infantryman be executed. The jury agreed, but an appellate court 
later reduced his death sentence to life imprisonment.! 


While conducting research on this project, I was asked by several per- 
sons whether or not the military informed the families of fragging vic- 
tims the truth regarding the nature of their loved ones’ deaths. The 
answer is a complicated one. The next-of-kin of most if not all Vietnam 
fatalities were provided with an official death notification and letter of 
condolence from the man’s unit commander, both of which contained 
terse summaries concerning the circumstances of death. Such brief ex- 
planations often raised more questions than answers; in one case, the 
officer escorting a murdered lieutenant’s remains noted, “The family 
showed a great concern in obtaining casualty information. They wanted 
to know how their son died. I informed them that I did not have this 
information and if they desired further information they would have to 
write the Adjutant General.” The parents of one victim contacted their 
senator, asking, “All we have been told is that an unknown person 
threw a grenade into his room and killed him. Is there any way we can 
find the particulars of his death? [We] also wonder what if anything is 
being or has been done with the person who threw the grenade. .. . 
Who could we contact about this?” In another instance, a casualty as- 
sistance officer warned: 


The deceased was killed by a friendly grenade under unusual circum- 
stances....The deceased’s [family] expressed a determination to 
know the results of the investigation conducted into the circumstances 
surrounding [his] death. It is strongly recommended that the findings 
of the investigation be forwarded to this officer in order to preclude 


their pursuing other channels to obtain this information.”’ 


Action was taken in this case and the family was eventually in- 
formed of the results, but family members sometimes had to go to great 
lengths to obtain information. “I nearly went crazy trying to deal with 
my children and my grief,” remembered one widow. 
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When I was finally able to grasp what had actually happened, I started 
to inquire from the marine liaison, “What does ‘friendly grenade’ 
mean?” I started asking them for an explanation of [my husband’s] 
death and of course they wouldn't tell me anything. Then I waged my 
own war against the Marine Corps and the government. I started writ- 
ing letters and calling friends to let them know that information was 
kept from me. We [knew] an army colonel who . . . intervened for me 
along with a couple of congressmen and attorneys who gave their time 
and talent with no charge to try to help me. 

1 made weekly trips to the Judge Advocate General’s Office trying 
to get help. One day I had a brilliant idea and had my brother go with 
me. I walked in and told them I had a reporter with me from the Wash- 
ington Post and would expose the Navy and Marine Corps. Then things 
began to happen—in one week I got a visit with the Commandant and 
was offered a visit with the president. About two weeks later, I was 
called to Washington and sat down with a JAG officer and he told me 
what happened and gave me a copy of the court-martial conducted af- 
ter {my husband’s] death. The man went free, but I hope he burns in 
hell. They said it was the first time in the history of the military that a 
confidential investigation file was given to a civilian. 

It took me nearly two years and weekly trips, but I finally got my 
answers. I sure found that the government tries to cover up mistakes. I 
won the battle but I lost the war! All I accomplished was that I let them 
know that they couldn’t walk all over me. 


In the case of Private First Class Yokoi, we have seen that tactical 
operations prevented authorities from conducting a formal criminal in- 
vestigation and that the CID was never notified. The only probe that 
was ever made was an informal administrative investigation conducted 
several weeks after the incident occurred. But when Yokoi’s mother 
contacted the Office of the Judge Advocate General seeking informa- 
tion regarding her son’s death, the answers she received were at consid- 
erable variance from the facts. She was informed that the incident had 
been “thoroughly investigated” and that the grenade had been “brought” 
into Yokoi’s tent, where it “accidentally exploded.” In fact, the officer 
who conducted the administrative investigation concluded that “a per- 
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son or persons outside of the tent” had detonated the grenade, and no- 
where in his report does it state that the explosion was an accident.!* 

As America became aware of the fragging phenomenon, the families 
of several servicemen reported as having been killed accidentally by 
friendly ordnance began to fear the worst. A sergeant’s widow informed 
authorities of letters her late husband had written to her shortly before 
his death in which he mentioned his fears that “attempts on his life 
might be made by . . . others in his organization who he thought to dis- 
like him.” Although the man’s death had been found to be accidental in 
nature, the marines subsequently conducted a separate undercover in- 
vestigation of the incident that confirmed their earlier conclusions. 

In addition to the victims and their families, those personally in- 
volved with the cases still find themselves unable to shed their memo- 
ries. Nearly thirty years after a change in witness testimony acquitted 
Walter Chambers, Jr., of murdering First Sergeant Furse, former ma- 
rine prosecutor Edward F. Kelly admitted: “You are correct that I am if 
not bitter, somewhat chagrined at what occurred in [United States v. 
Chambers]. My feelings about this case remain as strong as they were 
some twenty-six plus years ago. I felt there had been a miscarriage of 
justice... . The problem is that we are bound by the federal rules of 
evidence and one could simply not impeach one’s own witness at that 
timaes> 
Veterans remember their fallen comrades: 


Tim [Rohweller] was a good man and | liked him. His death was a tre- 
mendous blow to me personally because it represented all that was bad 
about Vietnam. Tim was murdered because he was a good leader and 
insisted on marines being marines and not cowards.’° 

Gordon M. Davis 

K Company, 9th Marines 


Rick Arann was a good friend of mine. I flew right next to him. He was 
on his second tour. He survived a year of VC and NVA shooting at him, 
but not an American trying to kill another American.” 

Jim Schueckler 

Ist Aviation Brigade 
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First Sergeant Furse was like a father to most of us. He had time to lis- 
ten to our problems and [offered] good advice in return. He was [obvi- 
ously] a family man. He missed his family . . . and lookled] forward to 
going home. We told him we would miss him as he was loved by all in 
the battery. When I found out what happened I was sick, and when | 
found out that the man who did it was able to walk free, I was totally 
shocked."® 

jimmy F. Abbs 

D Battery, 11th Marines 


Postwar Jurisdiction 


The Vietnam War left behind hundreds of unsolved homicides. Most of 
these crimes involved slayings of Vietnamese nationals but there were 
also several dozen cases involving U.S. troops murdering their com- 
rades. Once the offenders were discharged from the military, no legal 
action could be taken against them, this due to a long-standing quirk in 
the law. When the UCMJ was first instituted in the early 1950s, it per- 
mitted the armed forces to try ex-servicemen under military law for 
serious offenses they had committed while in uniform.’ The Supreme 
Court, however, stripped military justice of this power with its 1955 
Toth v. Quarles decision. In the majority opinion, Justice Hugo L. Black 
argued that since veterans were no longer on active duty, they could not 
be tried in military courts, as these venues offered defendants less due 
process than their civil counterparts. Congress, Black pointed out, pos- 
sessed the requisite authority to provide federal district court trials for 
former servicemen,”° but no action was taken toward this end, and the 
legal loophole that emerged permitted scores of murderers, rapists, and 
other offenders who had committed their crimes outside of U.S. territo- 
rial jurisdiction to escape prosecution. By 1969, high-profile incidents 
such as the My Lai massacre and the Green Beret case led the army to 
consider several ways of trying culpable ex-soldiers but no suitable 
remedy was found.’' Suggestions offered over the years by a number of 
legal scholars remained unexplored. 

It was not until over forty years after the Toth decision that legisla- 
tors were finally spurred to close the loophole. After a federal appeals 
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court cited a jurisdictional issue in overturning the conviction in a par- 
ticularly disturbing child rape case, Congress passed the Military Ex- 
traterritorial Jurisdiction Act of 2000 (MEJA).?2 Among other things, 
the new law decreed that former service members accused of having 
committed serious offenses during military service overseas could now 
be tried in federal district courts, where they would receive the legal 
protections of civilian justice. But MEJA came too late for Vietnam-era 
murders, as the Constitution prohibits Congress from enacting ex post 
facto laws. This did not stop some from arguing that MEJA did not 
truly constitute an ex post facto law if applied to pre-2000 cases, as it 
merely established new venues to try serious offenses long proscribed 
by both civil and military jurisprudence. In the end, however, the gov- 
ernment determined that the law could not be applied retroactively.?? 
Even if substantial new evidence were to come to light in the Vietnam 
murder cases, the killers who managed to avoid detection by military 
authorities simply cannot be prosecuted. To be sure, the point was 
practically moot from a documentary standpoint in any case, as the air 
force and naval services have destroyed their Vietnam-era criminal in- 
vestigation files in accordance with the twenty-five-year retention peri- 
ods governed by the services’ disposition schedules, and the surviving 
records maintained by the army are fragmentary at best.”* 


Fragging and Vietnam War Literature 


The literature of the Vietnam War has afforded fragging a fair share of 
exposure. As with most history, several early studies examined the 
topic and forged the road that innumerable Johnny-come-latelies fol- 
lowed. After Eugene Linden’s Saturday Review article, the next impor- 
tant work to emerge appeared in the mid-1970s, when army psychiatrist 
Thomas C. Bond and psychologist David H. Gillooly published data 
compiled from their interviews with convicted fraggers imprisoned in 
the Leavenworth stockade. Antiwar GI David Cortright’s Soldiers in Re- 
volt, Guenter Lewy’s America in Vietnam, and the above-cited Crisis in 
Command provided statistical data released by the Pentagon regarding 
the frequency of the incidents in the army, while the official Marine 
Corps history of the war covers fragging within its ranks. Charles 
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Levy’s snooping in marine court-martial records, detailed in his book 
Spoils of War, also yielded some interesting results. To date, most other 
authors have simply copied their findings without adding additional 
data or analysis. 

Several postwar historians lumped together fraggings with the other 
disciplinary problems that affected the military during the Vietnamiza- 
tion period. Their texts often portray grenade incidents as concomi- 
tants to the “talk it out” scenarios that sometimes took place between 
infantry officers and their men during combat operations during the 
later years of the war. Typical passages read (I paraphrase here), “And 
those leaders who persisted in issuing senseless orders and unneces- 
sarily risking their men’s lives could become the victims of fragging.” 
This analysis simply does not provide a true picture of the fragging 
phenomenon. Most of the cases, as we have seen, took place in support 
units that did not engage in combat and during a period of time in 
which American casualties were greatly reduced. Moreover, the inci- 
dents usually involved personal disputes between the perpetrator and 
the victim rather than collective action on the part of any group. 

Much of the coverage afforded to fragging in Vietnam literature 
assumes the form of oral history, a medium in which eyewitnesses 
provide first-person accounts of their experiences to historians. Unfor- 
tunately, interviewers are often too willing to take their veteran sub- 
jects at their word, and a number of these narratives, as we have seen in 
the Woods and Nell cases, are embellished or fabricated in their en- 
tirety. For this study, I investigated several fragging stories found in 
Vietnam War literature. These particular accounts were selected be- 
cause they provided sufficient information for further research. My 
analyses regarding their veracity, recounted below, reveal a mixed bag 
of truth and fabrication. 

Charles Levy’s Spoils of War contains an account by Charles Ven- 
tura, alias Andrew Robert Pieszala, who claimed to have served as a 
medic in Vietnam: “That afternoon they placed a grenade under the 
front wheel of the jeep in front of the CO’s room. And one guy ran out 
and threw a fucking grenade; fragging the fucking office. They got the 
fucking CO. He was only a first lieutenant. The second lieutenant comes 
flying out of the office and jumped into the jeep. He put it in clutch. 
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The concussion ripped the whole top of his body off. It just landed in 
the back seat.” 

Dr. Levy conceded that “it is probable that the accuracy of [Ventu- 
ra’s] Vietnam recollections was affected—as measured by an objective 
reality,”’? and in this regard he is correct: both military records and 
Vietnam casualty statistics reveal this story to be fictitious. Ventura de- 
serted the army several times and was later convicted of the 1971 dou- 
ble murder of his ex-girlfriend and her new husband in Cheektowaga, 
New York.”° In 2008, I wrote to Ventura, who was incarcerated at New 
York’s Attica Correctional Facility, and asked him about the account he 
provided for Spoils of War. “I wasn’t a medic!” Ventura responded. “I was 
a ‘sniper’! Since I was on trial for a double homicide, I thought it pru- 
dent to tell Dr. Levy and the court psychiatrists that 1 was a ‘combat 
medic’ while in Vietnam!””’ Regarding the purported fragging, Ventura 
said that the incident “happened at Phuoc Vinh Base Camp, in early 
Oct. 1968, in the base S@T [Supply and Transportation] Unit, of the 
101st Airborne.” Military police files covering this time period contain 
no reference to any such incident. He then launched even further into 
fantasy, claiming that he had been “a sniper with a CIA ‘spook’ team 
assassination squad.” “I got all my orders directly from Major General 
he wrote. After the frag- 


ce) 


John Ware [sic]. My code name was ‘The Fox, 
ging occurred, Ventura claimed, “MG Ware sent in his fox to find out 
who the chickens [were]! Did my job! Then the real CID MP’s did their 
jobs!”*® (General Keith Ware had been killed in September 1968 in a 
helicopter crash.) 

In his book Captain for Dark Mornings, Floyd G. “Shad” Meshad tells 
of a fragging that supposedly occurred at Red Beach in 1970: “The 
medics had brought the casualty in... . ‘They said it was a fragging, 
sir, the chopper pilot told me. ‘Someone rigged a Claymore in the man’s 
hooch.’. . . The face wasn’t recognizable, but the name tag finally regis- 
tered—Major Max Plummer.” This story is also fictitious. Only two 
commissioned officers died of fragging in 1970, neither of them was a 
major, nor were they anywhere near Red Beach. In fact, no army majors 
died of any cause in all of Quang Ngai Province in 1970. 

Lieutenant Colonel Anthony B. Herbert's autobiography Soldier dis- 
cusses fragging in the 173d Airborne Brigade during 1968-1969: 
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Fragging, the deliberate attack on a noncom or officer by an enlisted 
man or men, was not unknown in the 173d. One sergeant over in the 
signal section had made the mistake of raising hell with a trooper 
about the cleanliness of his area. The man wired a Claymore mine out- 
side the sergeant’s room, aimed it right through the wall at the switch- 
board, went to a phone and called his victim. The sergeant lost both 
legs. There was a fragging in the 2d Battalion, too, with seven wounded. 
They had tried to get [Lieutenant Colonel John W.] Nicholson with 
explosives and on another occasion they had tried to blow up his Tacti- 
cal Operations Center. One of the men in the 2d Battalion had report- 
edly blown himself to bits with a Claymore mine, but my investigation 
failed to corroborate this. It had been in his hands, that was certain, 
but there were two men in a nearby bunker handling the controls to 
the mine when it went off. The victim had left the bunker to retrieve 
the mine at the request of the other two—and somehow, they said, the 
circuit had been completed. I wasn’t a real detective, but even though 
two company commanders swore it was accidental, I did sign my 
report with a recommendation that the CID check into it. They 


never did.”? 


Colonel Herbert’s charge that fragging was “not unknown in the 173d” 
in the 1968-1969 time frame is amply confirmed by military records.*° 
The first case he cites is almost certainly a reference to an assault that 
occurred at An Loc on 24 December 1968 in which Staff Sergeant Jo- 
seph Brown was critically injured.*’ The second incident probably took 
place at LZ English and involved a grenade planted near a billet used by 
the 2/503d S-2 (intelligence) section.** However, neither the 18th Mili- 
tary Police Brigade’s daily journal nor the CID Crime Records Center 
possesses any record of Colonel Nicholson ever being the victim of a 
fragging, and when asked about it, Nicholson vehemently denied the 
charge.» The army probed Herbert’s story concerning the man in the 
“2d Battalion” (2/503d Infantry) killed by the Claymore mine and found 
that it was unable to identify any such incident,** though a review of 
the unit’s casualty records from the time of Herbert’s tenure as the bri- 
gade’s acting inspector general reveals that one soldier, Specialist Four 
James M. Kelly, had indeed been killed by a Claymore he had been 
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holding. But contrary to any claim of men “handling the controls of the 
mine,” investigators found that the mine’s firing device had been dis- 
connected prior to its detonation. They determined that the blasting 
cap had not been removed from the mine, and as Kelly retrieved the 
firing wire, static electricity generated by his act of rolling the wire 
caused the mine to detonate. Two other soldiers were in fact occupying 
“a nearby bunker” at the time, but rather than causing the explosion, 
one of them, Specialist Four Michael T. Collins, was injured by the 
blast and had to be evacuated. Surviving documentation also indicates 
that the 173d’s CID element did investigate the case.*° 

From Camelot to Kent State: The Sixties Experience in the Words of Those 
Who Lived It offers an account by ex-marine Clarence J. Fitch: 


I seen one fragging incident up close: a new lieutenant, fresh out of 
Quantico. He was an asshole, very gung-ho. . . . He would run patrols 
and set up ambushes, and he wasn’t very careful. He took a lot of 
chances, and people didn’t like it. They were trying to take him out, 
but they didn’t get in the right kind of firefight that they could fire 
on him. 

One night we were stationed on this bridge. . . . About four or five 
in the morning, just before dawn, I seen this brother come out with 
this hand grenade and he said, ‘Hey Fitch, don’t say nothing, man.’ The 
lieutenant’s bunker was maybe ten yards from the bridge, and this guy 
went over, pulled the pin on the grenade, held it for a few seconds, and 
rolled it into the bunker. I said, ‘Oh, shit, 1 don’t want to see this.’ 

Then I heard boom, and the lieutenant came staggering out of the 
bunker. They got a medevac helicopter and medevacked him out of 
there. He was hurt pretty bad, but he survived it. Went back to the 


States, I guess.*° 


Fitch served as a clerk in L Company of the Ist Marines.*’ The inci- 
dent he recounted may have occurred in late 1968, when his company 
was tasked with security of the Ha Dong and Cau Do Bridges near Hill 
55.38 First Lieutenant Ernest H. Walrath, the company commander, re- 
called an instance in which a grenade was detonated, but insisted that 
no one was injured, let alone evacuated.*” One ex-L Company enlisted 
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man suggested that a platoon commander, First Lieutenant William M. 
Tucker, might have been the target of a fragger’s grenade, but Tucker's 
personnel file does not mention him receiving any injuries during his 
time in Vietnam.*° L Company’s unit diaries indicate that another offi- 
cer was wounded during Fitch’s time in the company, but this incident 
predated the unit’s assignment to the bridges.*' Further research is dif- 
ficult as both Fitch and Tucker are deceased. 

In A Matter of Conscience: GI Resistance During the Vietnam War, army 
veteran Dave Blalock told the story of a fragging murder he claimed oc- 
curred in his unit: “So we went in morning formation with our new com- 
manding officer. The former CO was blown away six weeks earlier—he 
was killed, fragged.”* David Gerald Blalock’s personnel file reveals that 
he served in Vietnam as a manual teletype operator and security guard 
with HHC, 210th Aviation Battalion (Combat).** No officers died in Bla- 
lock’s company of any cause during the war. | also checked his battal- 
ion commanders and they too survived.** 

In his book Heroes, Australian journalist John Pilger recounted his 
September 1970 visit to elements of the Ist Cavalry Division at Fire 
Support Base Snuffy: “At Snuffy 1 interviewed men who had ‘fragged’ 
two officers and shot another in the back. As we spoke, an officer or- 
dered the men to report to him at the double. They ignored him; one 
man jerked a finger in the air. ‘We'll get him later, he said. The officer 
walked away.” There is no question that a number of young enlisted 
men offered Pilger commentary about officers being shot, as several 
clips of these interviews were included in the reporter's short film The 
Quict Mutiny. But if such incidents did indeed occur, they do not seem 
to have taken place in units that were at the base during Pilger’s visit, 
namely the 5/7th Cavalry, 1/9th Cavalry, or the 199th Light Infantry 
Brigade’s 5/12th Infantry. No officers in any of these battalions were 
shot to death during 1970. | also checked the USARV fragging studies 
for 1969 and 1970 as well as the Serious Incident Reports for that time 
period and found no record of any officer fraggings in these units. 

Another alleged officer shooting is described in Charley Trujillo’s 
book Soldados: Chicanos in Viet Nam. According to veteran Mike M. Le- 
mus, a large group of men who had recently returned from the field 
were smoking marijuana when a captain confronted them: “There 
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wasn't any killing of each other than except this one time we came 
back from a hard mission, it was getting dark and this officer tried to be 
a hero—bust ninety guys. We were along the trenches and... they 
shot him. They threw him over a trench and shot him with a machine 
gun. No one said anything. Someone called on the radio and told them 
the captain had been shot by the gooks.”® In his testimonial, Lemus 
claims to have served in a number of different units during his time in 
Vietnam. According to his personnel file, he was first assigned to C 
Company, 1/27th Infantry, 25th Infantry Division in late April 1968. 
Lemus remained with this unit for nearly two months before being 
transferred to D Troop, 3/17th Cavalry, where he spent the remainder 
of his tour until his return to the United States in April 1969.” Neither 
of these units sustained any officer fatalities during his time in their 
ranks. 

During the above-mentioned Winter Soldier Investigation, several 
particular fragging cases were mentioned. Although some people have 
si stability among the enlisted ranks. 
Instead, stopgap measures were adopted to produce replacement leaders, 
and these proved inadequate. As a result, the high standards of discipline 
maintained during the buildup years deteriorated, and social problems like 
drug abuse, racial tension, and the authority crisis assumed prominent 
positions within the ranks. 


In an effort to explain the “why” of fragging, an army psychiatrist 
interviewed by Eugene Linden in 1971 declared that “virtually all officers 


who are fragged are partially at fault.”2 Did Sergeant Tate deserve to be 
murdered for reprimanding a sleeping sentry? Was Private Erco-lin 
justified in fragging Lieutenant Hamilton over a haircut? Sergeant 


Neiswender was nearly killed over cigarettes. While it is true that some 
leaders struggled to exercise effective leadership within the peculiar 
scenario that existed in Vietnam, to insinuate that they were at fault for 
being fragged, even partially, justifies murder. Equally disturbing were the 
fictitious war stories involving fragging concocted by men such as Marine 
“Corporal” Nell. In an era of such books and films as Friendly Fire, in 
which the military was accused (with justification) of withholding 


information about casualties, ? what were the families of the dead to 
believe when confronted with published accounts telling of “five or six” 
servicemen being murdered in one unit with the approval of “the entire 
company ? 


When discussing the military’s efforts to stop fragging, it can be said that 
regardless of tactics, there was simply no long-term solution to the 
problem. Although Operation Freeze and the other remedies did enjoy 
some success in identifying the perpetrators, they were ultimately doomed 
to failure because military leaders were not in a position to address the 
political and social causes of the fragging phenomenon. The only way to 
end fragging was to end the war, and this was clearly a political decision. 
In the end, it was President Nixon who was responsible for its demise 
when he withdrew the last U. S. ground units from Southeast Asia. The 
fact that the assaults continued into 1972, long after most American troops 
had been disengaged from the ground war, proves that this was the only 
solution. 


Although fragging has occurred in other armies and during other wars, it 
was U. S. troops in Vietnam who coined the term and provided its 
conceptual basis. After the news media reported at length on the subject, 
the word became a permanent fixture within the parlance of war and was 


long associated with America’s failed adventure in Southeast Asia. 4 When 
the Soviet army experienced problems of morale and discipline during the 
Afghan War in the 1980s, observers were quick to label the conflict 
“Russia’s Vietnam” and likened the drug use and attacks on superiors that 
occurred to those that had taken place within the American ranks some 


two decades before. ? The young GI who testified that fragging “couldn't 
happen anywhere but here in Vietnam” had spoken too soon: soldiers in 
any army who lose faith in their assigned mission and experience a crisis 
in morale might find themselves saying that “it couldn’t happen anywhere 
but here." 


Popular attitudes regarding fragging underwent something of a change in 
the years after the war’s end. Initially, the practice enjoyed a measure of 
acceptance among political radicals and understanding within certain 
intellectual circles. With the intense emotion and dramatic moral choices 
involved in the commission of such acts, it is not surprising that a number 
of plays and even a short television film appeared on the subject. These 
early productions tended to side with the grenade throwers, but in the 
years that followed, as American attitudes toward the war changed and 
several new books offered more nuanced treatment of the topic, a 
different picture emerged. Declassified military records revealed the 
physical particulars and motivations behind many grenade cases, and the 
view of fragging incidents as crimes rather than acts of survival or political 
resistance slowly found a voice within Vietnam War literature. Indeed, 
the early, more emotional portrayals of fragging were well suited for stage 
and screen; historians, however, found that the real story is far more 
complex. 


The total number of fraggings that occurred in Vietnam will never be 
known. In the case of the marines, incomplete statistics rule out an exact 
count. In his study of Marine Corps justice during the war, Lieutenant 
Colonel Solis offered what he called a “necessarily rough” estimate of 100- 
150 incidents, basing his figure on “reported fragging cases, the number of 
marines in Vietnam, and the period during which fraggings are known to 


have occurred.”© I have been able to confirm ninety-four incidents and 
agree with the colonel’s overall estimate. Fifteen marines were killed and 
over one hundred more were injured. In addition, a grenade stolen in 
Vietnam was used in the 1967 murder of an enlisted marine at Camp 


Hansen, Okinawa.’ The army, on the other hand, did prepare more 


complete fragging statistics, but as we have seen, many of the tallied cases 
were not felonious in nature while others that were intentional were 
omitted through administrative error. The total number of incidents 
ranges from 600 to 850 or possibly more. I researched each of the known 
cases in which fatalities were involved and found that forty-two soldiers 
were murdered in fragging incidents in Vietnam, and nearly a dozen 
others were killed by their own ordnance during apparent attempts to 
assault others. 


There is also the matter of servicemen who may have been intentionally 
killed by their comrades during combat on the battlefield. Rumors that 
circulated following the death of Lieutenant Elliott in the 173d Airborne 
Brigade were subsequently refuted by an exhaustive CID investigation. 
My own research on similar talk concerning the death of a particular 
officer in the 9th Infantry Division and the war stories of “James D. Nell” 
about the 9th Engineer Battalion also met with negative results. 
Nevertheless, there are other accounts, true and false, that will no doubt 
persist. Without honest testimony from the men who were there, the facts 
will simply never be known. During an April 1971 Senate discussion 
concerning the fragging phenomenon, this exchange between two 
legislators said it best: 


Mr. [Harold E.] Hughes: If I heard correctly, [it was] said that in the past 
year, according to the Pentagon, there have been 209 [fragging] incidents. 


Mr. Mansfield: 209, for calendar year 1970. 

Mr. Hughes: And those that are recorded, I would presume, are 
basically domiciliary type incidents, rather than on the battlefield. 
Mr. Mansfield: That is right. 


Mr. Hughes: So, in effect, we have no real knowledge, probably, of what 
the total number of these so-called incidents of assassination [is] if they 


did take place in battle. 


Mr. Mansfield: The Senator is correct.8 


As for the perpetrators of the unsolved fragging homicides, they may rest 
easy. Despite passage of the Military Extraterritorial Jurisdiction Act in 
2000, the government is legally powerless to pursue them, as the new law 
cannot be applied to decades-old Vietnam murders. The lead suspects in 
several of the cases have since died and the surviving offenders have 
nothing to fear. Each has succeeded in committing the perfect crime. 


Glossary of Terms, Abbreviations, and 
Acronyms 


AFQT. Armed Forces Qualification Test; entrance examination 
administered to prospective members of the armed forces during the 
Vietnam era AFVN. American Forces Vietnam Network; the U.S. 
military’s radio and television network in South Vietnam ARVN. Army of 
the Republic of Vietnam, the South Vietnamese army ASU. American 
Servicemen’s Union; an antiwar advocacy group intended for active-duty 
servicemen. 


ATF. Australian Task Force brig, naval confinement facility 

CAP. Combined Action Program; a program in which small detachments 
of U.S. marines operated with local forces in Vietnamese villages CID. the 
army’s Criminal Investigation Division; renamed U.S. Army Criminal 
Investigation Agency in 1969 and U.S. Army Criminal Investigation 
Command (USACIDC) in 1971 


C.O. commanding officer 


COMUSMACV. Commander, United States Military Assistance Command 


Vietnam 

CS. riot control agent (tear gas) used by the U.S. military in Vietnam 
DA. Department of the Army 

DEROS. date of estimated return from overseas 

digger, slang term for an Australian or New Zealand soldier 
DISCOM. Division Support Command 

EOD. explosive ordnance disposal 

frag (noun), soldier slang term for a fragmentation hand grenade 


frag (verb), to employ a fragmentation hand grenade against a selected 
target 


GI. government issue; long-time slang term for an American soldier 
grunt, slang term for an infantryman 

HHC. Headquarters and Headquarters Company 

hooch, slang term for living quarters 

lifer, derisive term for a career soldier 

LMDC. Lawyers Military Defense Committee; a group of antiwar 
attorneys who provided legal assistance to military accused during the 


Vietnam-ization period LTC. lieutenant colonel LZ. landing zone 


M79. single-shot grenade launcher used by U.S. troops in Vietnam MACV. 


Military Assistance Command Vietnam; the senior U.S. military command 
in South Vietnam from 1962 to 1973 MAF. Marine Amphibious Force MP. 
military police NCO. noncommissioned officer NVA. North Vietnamese 
Army PFC. private first class RAR. Royal Australian Regiment 


REMF. rear-echelon motherfucker; derisive reference to rear-area support 
troops 


RVN. Republic of Vietnam (South Vietnam) 


SFC. sergeant first class $.I.R. Serious Incident Report S&T. Supply and 
Transportation 


UCM). Uniform Code of Military Justice; system utilized by the armed 
forces during the Vietnam era and beyond USA. United States Army 


USARV. United States Army Vietnam; senior U.S. Army command in 
South Vietnam for much of the war USMC. United States Marine Corps 
USO. United Service Organizations VC. Viet Cong 


VMAC. Vietnam Major Army Commands 

Known Vietnam Fragging Homicides by Organization 
Organization Deaths 

U.S. Army 

U.S. Marine Corps 

Ranks of Known Vietnam Fragging Fatalities 


U.S. Marine 


Rank U.S. Army Corps 


General 


Major General 


Brigadier General 


Colonel 


Lieutenant Colonel 


First Lieutenant 


Second Lieutenant 


Chief Warrant Officer 4 


Chief Warrant Officer 3 


| | || | | || =| 
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iil Warrant Officer 2 | 


Warrant Officer WO] 


Staff Sergeant 


Specialist Six (USA) 


Sergeant 


Specialist Five (USA) 


Corporal 


Specialist Four (USA) 


Private First Class (USA)/Lance Corporal (USMC) 


So oo 


Private E-2 (USA)/Private First Class (USMC) 
Private 


Totals: 


Terms of Confinement Served by Fraggers Convicted of 
Murder in Vietnam 


16 November 1967 om | 


22 December 1972 3 years, 4 months 


iid T. W. [‘* i September 1977 [ years, 4 months | 


Hendrix, G. A. be | 24 November 1980 9 years, 6 months 
je 
‘Thomas, J. W. be | 15 September 1978 9 years, 2 months 


(Murdered in prison, 25 July 1982)}]12 years, 8 months 
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